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Summary 


Mo Ran wakes up after Xue Meng's attack to learn that Chu-fei had a visitor in the night. The 
visitor now lies dead, and with his death a curse has begun to become undone. 


Happy Ending AU or Fix-it fic of "Sanguine" starting at/replacing Chapter 5, but also works 
as both for the novel itself. Novel spoilers. 


Notes 


Spoilers for the novel AND for Sanguine!!! 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Xue Meng managed to sneak into Wushan Palace in late autumn. As his consciousness faded, 
Taxian-Jun was glad that, out of all his enemies, the one to kill him was the one who loved 
Chu Wanning. Chu Wanning wanted to protect their child. Xue Meng would have no choice 
but to protect him too. 


Mo Ran sucked in a breath, and then shuddered at the agony the motion set off. The muscles 
of his chest were still torn near his heart. Nevertheless, he could feel that his fever had broken 
and that his heartbeat was steady. He would live after all. Xue Meng had failed. 


"Liu-gong!" 


A servant knelt by his bedside. Another hurriedly backed out of the room. Neither of them 
was Liu-gong, and Mo Ran was confused for a moment. 


"We will send for him immediately, Your Majesty," the servant promised in a trembling 
voice. 


Liu-gong really wasn't by his bedside. He was Taxian-Jun's most trusted servant, and given 
the uncertain state of Taxian-Jun's survival, he most certainly should have been there. The 
only other duty he had was seeing to Chu Wanning’s needs, and these could hardly be more 
urgent than Mo Ran’s needs at present. 


The disgruntled thought had just passed through Mo Ran’s head before he recognized that, 
perhaps, it was possible that it was true. He almost leapt out of bed. 


"Your Majesty!" the physicians anxiously called out. 

Some even rushed forward to stop him before they realized that there was no need. Mo Ran 
couldn't get up. He couldn't even use his arms to prop himself up. His body was simply too 
damaged. He wanted to snarl with frustration. 


"What happened to Chu-fei?" he demanded. 


One of the physicians who had rushed forward tentatively touched his shoulder as if to push 
him down. 


"Your Majesty, your wounds..." 
"What happened to Chu-fei?" he demanded again. 


"T...this servant..." 


Mo Ran grabbed his neck and pulled spiritual power into his palm. 
"I don't know!" the physician cried. "I don't know...the Empress put out a decree-" 


Mo Ran's heart jolted with dread. The Empress. Chu Wanning had warned him. Mo Ran had 
not believed him. He was sure that the Empress was too terrified of Mo Ran to disobey him. 
But if she thought Mo Ran was dying... 


"Bring Chu-fei to me," he shouted. "I want Chu-fei here." 


He hardly knew what he was saying in the sudden panic. All he knew was that needed to see 
Chu Wanning immediately. 


One of the guards scrambled out to pass the message. Mo Ran waited impatiently. He wanted 
to punish everyone present for being unable to answer his urgent questions: What had 
happened to Chu-fei, and who had done it? 


Liu-gong came through the door first, but by then Mo Ran didn't even acknowledge him. 
Because Chu Wanning came into the room next. 


Mo Ran should have been glad to see Chu-fei alive. Instead he felt intensely anxious. Chu 
Wanning was being carried by one of the guards. He was swathed in blankets and his fire fox 
cloak. 


"Wanning," Mo Ran called. His voice broke. 

The guard carrying Chu Wanning approached Mo Ran's bedside carefully. 
"Bring him here!" Mo Ran demanded. 

"Your Majesty..." a physician interjected. 

"Set him down next to me," Mo Ran said, ignoring the physician 


The guard obeyed finally, setting Chu Wanning down where Mo Ran could touch his hot 
forehead and feel his fluttering pulse and push his sweat-damp hair out of his face. It was 
obvious that Chu Wanning was very ill with a fever. Mo Ran swallowed hard and clutched 
Chu Wanning's hand in his. That was when he noticed something even more alarming. Chu 
Wanning's fingertips were bandaged. 


Instantly, Mo Ran remembered the time he found Chu Wanning in the water prison. He 
remembered taking splinters out of Chu Wanning's mangled hands. He remembered how 
miserable Chu Wanning had been during his recovery: He was a person who enjoyed 
working with his hands, after all. Song Qiutong could hardly have chosen a more cruel 
punishment. 


He also remembered having forbidden Song Qiutong from touching Chu Wanning ever again. 
Rage rose up in his chest like a mouthful of blood. He nearly choked on it. For a moment, he 
could not speak. 


When he did, it was only three words. 

"Arrest the Empress," Mo Ran said. 

"Your majesty?" 

Mo Ran looked up to glare at the nearest guard. 

"Arrest the Empress," he repeated. "Put her in the water prison." 
The guard paled and began to bow in acquiescence. 

Suddenly, a terrified voice sounded. 

"It wasn't the Empress," Liu-gong said. 

"What?" Mo Ran said. 

He adjusted his grip so as to not disturb the bandages on Chu Wanning's hands. 
"The Empress didn't...injure Chu-fei," Liu-gong clarified. 


"Then what happened? Can nobody tell their Emperor? Must this Venerable One torture you 
all before you'll answer my questions?" 


Liu-gong dropped to kneel before him but he also glanced warily around the room before 
answering. Mo Ran understood. 


"Leave us!" he commanded. 
Chu Wanning jerked against him as if startled. So he was at least partially conscious. 
Mo Ran murmured, "Wanning." 


Chu Wanning seemed to struggle to open his eyes, but in the end he could only sigh and fall 
back into a stupor. Mo Ran watched his face until everyone had left the room. Then he glared 
at Liu-gong. 


Liu-gong bowed quickly and then began, "Your Majesty, it is not clear what happened, 
but...but, last night, I was waiting outside Chu-zongshi's room in Red Lotus Pavilion. I waited 
for a long time, thinking he had accidentally fallen asleep, but then I suddenly heard the 
thrum of zither coming from Chu-zongshi's room. I rushed inside..." 


Mo Ran narrowed his eyes. Liu-gong's explanation was mumbled and hasty. Moreover, Chu 
Wanning had always kept odd hours. Liu-gong would not have intruded on Chu Wanning's 
privacy if the zither was the only thing wrong with the situation. Liu-gong was hiding 
something. 


Liu-gong seemed to notice Mo Ran's suspicion, and he stuttered. "I... rushed inside. There 
was an angry shout right after- a man's voice." 


"What? Who?" Mo Ran demanded incredulously. And then, "I will kill him." 


Who would dare touch his concubine? His, Taxian-Jun's concubine? Did they think he was 
dead? Even when Taxian-Jun was dead, Chu Wanning would belong to him. There was no 
excuse for any other man to be in his bedroom. 


"He is dead already," Liu-gong said. 


Mo Ran was even more furious to hear that. If the man was dead, it meant Mo Ran could not 
make him suffer for having the gall to touch what was his. 


"Who told the guards they could execute him?" 


"It was not the guards who killed him. When I rushed in, I found Chu-zongshi sitting at a 
zither. The intruder was standing when I came in, but then Chu-zongshi strummed the zither 
again. The intruder fell dead with blood coming out of his seven orfices." 


Mo Ran was stunned. If Liu-gong's story was true, then Chu Wanning had killed the man 
using Jiuge. 


"That's not possible," he muttered. "Without his core, Chu Wanning..." 
He had said it mostly to himself, but Liu-gong's face fell. He bowed again. 


"It's true, Your Majesty," he cried. "The zither disappeared...but the guards preserved the 
intruder's body. Your Majesty can inspect the intruder's body once Your Majesty is well 
again." 


Liu-gong seemed worried that Mo Ran would find the disappearance of the zither suspicious. 
However, this further suggested that the zither was Jiuge. Mo Ran felt Chu Wanning's pulse 
again, just to be sure. There was not a hint of spiritual power in Chu Wanning's body. Mo Ran 
couldn't help pouring some of his own spiritual energy into that fragile emptiness. 


"Please believe me, Your Majesty," Liu-gong begged. 
Mo Ran glanced over. He prompted, "And then?" 


Liu-gong took in a breath and continued. "I...this servant...this servant could see that Chu- 
zongshi was injured. His hands were bleeding. So I went to check on them..." 


Mo Ran was silent another moment, pretending to inspect the bandages on Chu Wanning's 
fingertips. Liu-gong should have immediately called for guards. There could be no other 
reaction to finding another man in the bedroom of an Imperial concubine. But, under the 
circumstances, Mo Ran understood why Liu-gong had hesitated. He was fond of Chu 
Wanning. He wished to protect Chu Wanning's reputation. There was also the unborn prince 
to consider. Mo Ran could imagine how easy it would be to declare the incident an affair. 
Once Chu Wanning's purity was in question, so was the child's parentage. In other words, 
Liu-gong's actions had protected Mo Ran's unborn child. 


"He injured his hands strumming the zither?" Mo Ran asked, mostly so Liu-gong would not 
feel the need to further explain himself. 


Liu-gong hesitated, and then he breathed a quiet sigh of relief. 
"I believe so," he replied. 


After a pause, he continued, "Chu-zongshi was already feverish by then. He seemed agitated 
and kept asking to see Your Majesty" 


"What?" 

Mo Ran was stunned. Chu Wanning never asked to see him. 
"Did he say why?" 

"He said that he wanted to know whether the curse was broken." 
"What curse?" Mo Ran demanded. 


"He didn't want to say it then. But later, I kept hearing him say "flower" in his sleep. And, I 
also heard the intruder say...He said something to Chu-zongshi about the Eight-Sufferings- 
Long-Hatred Flower curse." 


Chu Wanning felt warmth as he drifted into consciousness. It was a pleasant surprise. He had 
been so cold lately...even in his dreams, half-hopeful and half-nightmarish, he had been 
cold... 


Liu-gong's voice sounded some distance away. It had probably been the thing that woke him. 


"...Yes, they confirmed that Hua Binan has been living in Guyueye all these years," Liu-gong 
was saying. 


Hua Binan...that name had appeared in his nightmare. Chu Wanning wondered why it was 
showing up in his dreams again. Hua Binan's face, so terribly familiar, appeared before his 
mind's eye again. 


Chu Wanning must have stirred or made a sound. There was a hand running down his back 
soothingly. Chu Wanning frowned in some confusion. The gesture was too gentle to be... 


"Mo Ran," he murmured hoarsely. 
"Shh," a voice said. 


This unfamiliar person was right next to Chu Wanning, sharing his bed. Chu Wanning opened 
his eyes in shock and outrage. He froze at the sight that greeted him. 


Mo Ran was looking at him. He had been the one gently stroking his back and urging him to 
sleep. Chu Wanning waited for Mo Ran's expression to twist into disgust and paranoia like it 
usually did. 


" " 


"Wanning," Mo Ran said. Then he grimaced. 


" " 


"...Shizun," Mo Ran said. 
" " 
There was something strange about Mo Ran's expression. He seemed almost sheepish. 


Before Chu Wanning could figure out just what was going on, Mo Ran suddenly took his 
arms back and wriggled off of the bed. He knelt on the ground facing Chu Wanning. Then he 
kowtowed. 


"Shizun, please forgive this disciple." 


" " 


Chu Wanning was more confused than ever. He looked at Liu-gong for a hint about what to 
do, only to find that Liu-gong had also prostrated in imitation of his emperor. 


"No, I meant...I know I'm beyond forgiveness. I know I was wrong," Mo Ran sobbed. "I can 
never atone for what I did. But, Shizun..." 


Chu Wanning stared. A wild, heartrending hope was burning through the fog in his mind. 
Perhaps it had not been a dream. Perhaps it had been real. 


"Mo Ran," he began. 


Then he remembered the nightmare half of his dream. If there was a chance that he really had 
killed Hua Binan, then there was a chance Hua Binan had succeeded in his own goal too. 


"Mo Ran," he asked urgently, "is our baby-" 


Mo Ran suddenly looked up at him with wide, startled eyes. He didn't answer right away. 
Chu Wanning began shaking in terror. He put his hands over his abdomen in denial, in grief. 
But then Mo Ran spoke up. 


"The baby's fine! The baby's okay. I'm sorry, I just..." 


Chu Wanning exhaled in relief. All the fear turned into annoyance at Mo Ran for leaving him 
in suspense. 


"Then why are you apologizing?" he snapped. 


Mo Ran flinched and returned to his prostrating. 
"I...l was wrong. I know now," Mo Ran said. "I remember everything." 


" " 


Chu Wanning's heart had just begun to calm down. Now it began racing again; this time with 
hope. 


"What do you mean?" he asked warily. 
"Liu-gong overheard about the Eight-Sufferings-Long-Hatred Flower," Mo Ran explained. 


Chu Wanning inhaled sharply. Mo Ran shouldn't be able to remember that name. The curse 
prevented him from discovering it. Unless the curse had been broken. 


"I realized, even though the curse was broken," Mo Ran continued, as if the world hadn't just 
changed for Chu Wanning, "the flower was still in my heart. I destroyed it." 


"And all these memories came back," Mo Ran concluded. 


Chu Wanning couldn't say anything. His mind was spinning. His heart was racing. His eyes 
were fixed on Mo Ran. 


"I'm sorry," Mo Ran said. 
"Get up," Chu Wanning replied. "Come here." 
Mo Ran hesitantly obeyed. 


Chu Wanning stared at him. Mo Ran's face was miserable and pale. There were deep shadows 
under his eyes. But there was a light in his eyes that Chu Wanning hadn't seen in many, many 
years. Not since the terrible, cold night when the rift opened and Shi Mei fell into the snow. 
Chu Wanning had noticed the change in his disciple but he had been unable to look past his 
own guilt and self-disgust to realize what it meant. He had failed to notice the curse take hold 
of Mo Ran. And Mo Ran had suffered for years because of it. 


The longer Chu Wanning stared at Mo Ran, the blurrier Mo Ran's face became, until Chu 
Wanning blinked and felt a tear spill over onto his face. 


He and Mo Ran spoke at the same time. 
"I'm sorry." 
Mo Ran looked confused and weary. "How can it be you that is apologizing?" 


"I didn't protect you." 


"How could you have known?" Mo Ran asked. 
That was precisely what was wrong! 
"I didn't pay attention," Chu Wanning said shakily, "I didn't notice the curse." 


It was an apology he had held in his heart ever since he had learned of the curse. Years' worth 
of sorrow and regret flooded through him, choking his throat with tears. He closed his eyes in 
mingled grief and relief. He could finally get to say what he always wished he could say to 
Mo Ran. 


"I didn't know until after...after I lost my core. And then I didn't know who had cast the curse 
or how closely they were watching us. I had to pretend not to know." 


Mo Ran was quiet in response. He murmured, "Wanning" softly but then said no more. 


"I'm sorry," Chu Wanning repeated. "I know I was unkind. I couldn't risk them finding out 
that I knew." 


Mo Ran finally interrupted him. "How can you say that?" 


Chu Wanning opened his eyes to meet Mo Ran's. Mo Ran's eyes sparked with frustration 
now. 


"How can you say that you were unkind, when I-" he cut himself off. 


His expression crumpled. Chu Wanning could see shame, guilt, and regret. It was not right 
for those emotions to be on Mo Ran's face or in his heart. 


"That was not your fault," Chu Wanning said gently. "The things you did...they were because 
of the curse." 


"You're wrong," Mo Ran muttered. 


His eyes flickered to Chu Wanning's hands. Chu Wanning still held them over the baby. He 
had kept them there less out of protectiveness and more because he found it reassuring to feel 
his baby safe beneath his hands. Now that Mo Ran was looking, Chu Wanning felt protective 
again. 


He suddenly realized he didn't know this form of Mo Ran. Taxian-Jun had loved this child of 
theirs- but Taxian-Jun's mind and desires had been distorted by the curse flower. The child 
only existed as a result of the flower's effects over him. Chu Wanning didn't know if Mo Ran 
could love such a child. He didn't know what he would do if Mo Ran rejected them. 


"Shizun," Mo Ran suddenly pleaded. He dropped to his knees again to kneel before him. "I 
know I have no right to ask this. I know I sinned against you. But, please, can we...can 
you...please, I- I really want this child." 


Chu Wanning glared to hide his immense relief. 


"What are you kneeling for? It’s my child too.” 
Mo Ran seemed surprised. "So then, you truly want this child?" 


A sense of humiliation rose up in Chu Wanning. Taxian-Jun's words echoed in his mind, 
calling him a whore for feeling pleasure in the torment that Taxian-Jun put him through. 


"It's my child," Chu Wanning snapped. "No matter what, I will keep them safe." 
"Oh," Mo Ran replied dumbly. 


He stopped pleading for their child's life then. Chu Wanning thought it was the end of it, but 
then Mo Ran spoke again. 


"That's why you didn't want anyone to know that I...favored our child," Mo Ran said slowly. 
"It wasn't just the Empress you feared. You knew that Hua Binan would be watching." 


Chu Wanning didn't say anything. It was true. Mo Ran didn't need a confirmation at this 
point. 


“Hua Binan attacked you because I didn’t listen,” Mo Ran concluded. 
“No,” Chu Wanning countered. 
“Why else would he seek you out?” Mo Ran asked bitterly. 


“He came to Sisheng Peak to make sure you survived,” Chu Wanning said. “He only found 
out about...about the child once he was here.” 


Mo Ran looked skeptical. Chu Wanning understood his confusion. 


“He needed you alive. The reason he cast the curse on you, was so he could use your power,” 
Chu Wanning wearily reminded him. 


“Oh.” 

Mo Ran thought it over for a bit. 

“Why? To what end?” 

Chu Wanning sighed. He had been asking himself the same question every day for years now. 
“T don’t know,” Chu Wanning admitted. 

He closed his eyes. He was suddenly exhausted. 

"Shizun should rest," Mo Ran said after a moment. 

Chu Wanning didn't have the energy to argue. 


"Will Shizun stay here? That way I can- my guards can watch over you." 


For once, it seemed a genuine question. Chu Wanning didn't know how to respond. It was too 
much, all of a sudden. Mo Ran had returned to himself. Mo Ran had asked to keep their baby. 
Mo Ran was asking Chu Wanning to remain in his bed. Chu Wanning's head was heavy with 
the remains of a fever and he was afraid that this was all a dream. 


Instead of answering, Chu Wanning lay back down and curled up in Mo Ran's bed. Mo Ran 
said nothing more to him. He heard him whisper quiet orders to Liu-gong, or perhaps his 
guards. Then he walked back to the side of his bed and hesitated there. Chu Wanning could 
feel him watching him even though his eyes were closed. 


"Wanning?" Mo Ran called quietly. 

Chu Wanning did not respond. For some reason, his heart began beating faster again. 
"I'm sorry," Mo Ran said in that same quiet voice. 

S ee a 

Mo Ran said, quieter still, "I don't know how to atone..." 


Chu Wanning had wanted to pretend to be asleep. But, upon hearing Mo Ran's lost, sorrow- 
filled lament, Chu Wanning couldn't help but sigh and open his eyes. Mo Ran winced. 


"I didn't mean to wake-" 

"Are you going to stand there all day?" 

Chu Wanning glared. Mo Ran met his glare, looking both chastised and somehow stubborn. 
"...I want to keep you safe," Mo Ran pleaded. 

"You're injured." 

"I'm mostly healed." 

"Oh? Then why were you in bed just now?" 


" " 


Mo Ran's handsome face blushed with color. Chu Wanning hadn't seen that reaction since 
what felt like another lifetime. He unwillingly softened his expression in response. 


"Let me stay," Mo Ran stubbornly requested. 
Chu Wanning should have sent him away. But... 
"It's your bed," Chu Wanning reminded him. 


Then he turned his back on Mo Ran and drew the covers over his head. He unconsciously 
held his breath. There was a long pause. Then, the bedding rustled as Mo Ran slipped into 
bed behind him. Chu Wanning sighed in relief. 


Chapter End Notes 


So. My original idea for Sanguine was for Hua Binan to have been the one to kill 
RanWan's unborn baby. But there was no way for Mo Ran to know that if the curse was 
not broken. Hua Binan would have altered Chu Wanning's memories too if he succeeded 
in subduing him. And, in the end, Hua Binan was a distraction from the story I wanted 
to tell. So I cut him and went in another direction. But that idea always stayed at the 
back of my mind and became this story. 


(You'll also notice similarities between the language of their conversation in Remedy 
Chapter 1 and that in Fever Dreams Chapter 1.) 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


People asked for fluff and communication, so we're taking the gentler/fluffier route. 
Thank you for your comments, they truly make me happy. <3 ^-^ 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The next time Chu Waning woke up, Mo Ran was gone. He knew before he opened his eyes. 
He remained in bed with his eyes closed, his heart wallowing in disappointment and 
irritation. Of course Mo Ran had left. Chu Wanning wasn't sure why Mo Ran had begged to 
stay so he could 'keep him safe' if he was going to set a protective barrier around them and 
run away while Chu Wanning was sleeping. 


He didn't bother to move until he heard hushed whispers on the other side of the room. He 
was less surprised by the sound of servants at Mo Ran's door than he was by the trace of 
worry in Liu-gong's tone. 


Chu Wanning made sure he was well-covered with blankets before he sat up. 

"Ah, Chu-zhonshi, you're awake," Liu-gong greeted. "Shall I serve you breakfast?" 
"Later," Chu Wanning muttered before asking, "What is happening?" 

Liu-gong's face creased with worry again. 


"His Majesty asked that I convey his apologies. He had to go fend off a sudden attack against 
his palace." 


"Mo Ran is in battle? Whom is he fighting?" 


Chu Wanning dreaded he would hear that Mo Ran had gone to fight Xue Meng again. At 
best, Mo Ran would risk worsening his injury. At worst, one or both of Chu Wanning's 
disciples could die. Mo Ran could die. Chu Wanning didn't know how he would bear it if he'd 
managed to break the curse only to lose Mo Ran. 


He didn't realize that he'd completely lost his composure until Liu-gong paled and began 
pleading, "Calm down, Chu-zongshi, calm down! Think of the little prince-" 


As if that would help. Instead of calming him, Liu-gong's words made Chu Wanning 
remember the danger their child, heir presumptive to the widely-reviled emperor of the 
cultivation world, would face if Mo Ran were to die. 


"Who attacked?" Chu Wanning demanded. 


"It's Tianyin Pavilion," Liu-gong said. 


Chu Wanning hadn't expected that. He'd kept track of the other sects' political movements in 
hopes of uncovering the identity and motivations of whomever had planted the flower curse. 
Tianyin Pavilion had avoided conflict with Taxian-Jun so far. Xue Meng had repeatedly 
sought their support in his campaign to dethrone Mo Ran. In response, Tianyin had Pavilion 
had made statements condemning the brutality of Taxian-Jun's warfare without lending any 
significant assistance. 


"Did Tianyin Pavilion attack Wushan Palace as part of a coalition?" 
"No, Zongshi. They attacked alone." 


That was even more unexpected. Injured or not, Mo Ran was sure to win. Tianyin Pavilion 
was seeking their own destruction by attacking Wushan Palace alone. 


"What was their reason for attacking?" 
"I don't know, Zongshi." 


Chu Wanning got dressed and forced down some breakfast before pacing restlessly around 
the room. Liu-gong offered to have some books brought over to entertain him. After some 
thought, Chu Wanning requested specific volumes from the library. He thought he might as 
well do something useful while he waited. 


He made notes and calculations as he read. There were many things that had been impossible 
while Mo Ran was under the curse. Now, he had a better chance to try to reverse the dark 
path Mo Ran had been taking. 


The sun was low in the sky by the time Mo Ran returned. There was no trace of blood on his 
dark robes, but Chu Wanning smelled it when Mo Ran came into the room and walked 
straight towards him. He glanced up and was about to ask whether Mo Ran was injured, but 
the look in Mo Ran's eyes stopped his tongue. Mo Ran's eyes were unfocused and blank. He 
sank against Chu Wanning, wrapping his arms around him as he had many times before and 
tucking his face against Chu Wanning's neck to inhale deeply. 


Chu Wanning was frozen. He wasn't sure what Mo Ran meant by his behavior. It was one 
thing for Mo Ran to have done it before, when his mind was warped by the flower-curse, but 
he should have been free of its effects now. Chu Wanning hadn't understood back then why 
Mo Ran would cling to him. It seemed as if he was seeking comfort- but if so, why seek it 
from the person he hated most? The only reason that made sense to Chu Wanning was that 
perhaps there was no one else he trusted not to hurt him. Mo Ran instinctually sought a warm 
body. Chu Wanning, much like a cat with its claws removed, was powerless to hurt him in a 
way that no one else was, including his Empress. Mo Ran felt safe sinking his face into his 
pet cat's fur. That was it. 


"Wanning,"” Mo Ran complained. Liu-gong had long ago rushed out of the room and shut the 
door behind him. "They attacked with no warning. Don't blame this Venerable One for 
leaving you." 


It was as if nothing had changed since the last battle. Mo Ran was clinging to him and 
plaintively excusing himself for his absence, and Chu Wanning was secretly, pathetically 
glad that Mo Ran had only left him out of necessity. Even the stiffness in Chu Wanning's 
posture was the same as always, though the cause was awkwardness now instead of the 
agony of their previous relations. 


Chu Wanning was aware that he should say something to put an end to this. He had no idea 
what to say. Bizarrely, he remembered their first meeting under the haitang tree. This same 
dauntless boy had held his wrists and rendered him helpless with a dimpled smile. Chu 
Wanning still didn't know what to say to this boy to make him let go. 


And so they stayed like that for a while. Mo Ran pointedly took Chu Wanning's hands and 
draped them around himself like Chu Wanning was hugging him. After a moment, Chu 
Wanning began stroking his back. He did so lightly. So lightly that he wasn't sure Mo Ran felt 
it through the layers of his robes. If his hand got heavier the longer Mo Ran held him, that 
was only to be expected. 


Mo Ran calmed down by degrees. His breath slowed and his hands began idly caressing Chu 
Wanning. Chu Wanning stopped stroking his back and Mo Ran made an unhappy sound. 


He was, naturally, clueless about Chu Wanning's inner struggle. He casually tugged Chu 
Wanning's collar loose and smiled at the newly-bared skin. 


"Aren't you glad?" Mo Ran began "Your husband-" 


Mo Ran went stiff as he finally seemed to come to his senses. He lifted his gaze from the gap 
in Chu Wanning's collar to peer at Chu Wanning's face with a guilty expression. He didn't 
remember to let Chu Wanning go, however. 


Chu Wanning kept his expression cool and unaffected. 
"Did you defeat them?" 

"Yes." 

"Did you reopen your injury?" 

"No." 

"Have you had a physician check?" 

"No." 

"Go to your physician," Chu Wanning said. 

Mo Ran's arms tightened around him. 


"There's no need." 


"Mo Ran." 


"Shizun. Don't send me away," he pleaded. 
There was something in Mo Ran's expression that seemed truly desperate. Chu Wanning's 
heart had always been weak to Mo Ran. He couldn't make himself send Mo Ran away. Not 


when he was fresh from the battlefield begging for whatever sense of comfort he found in 
Chu Wanning. 


In any case, Mo Ran's expression was growing more stubborn by the moment. Chu Wanning 
sighed. 


"Then at least let me see," he suggested. 


He had maintained his training in medicine all these years. It had been one of the few aspects 
of cultivation that he had not completely lost with the loss of his spiritual core. 


Mo Ran quickly agreed to let Chu Wanning inspect his injury. Chu Wanning had to loosen 
Mo Ran's collar as Mo Ran had just done to him. He tried not to think about all the smooth 
skin he'd revealed. Nor about how familiar they were with the act of undressing before the 
other. 


Mo Ran had not been lying: There was no sign that his injury had re-opened or indeed that he 
had been at all hurt in the day's fighting. Chu Wanning breathed a sigh of relief. 


Mo Ran stared at him. 
"You were worried about me," he noted. 


Chu Wanning tried to straighten his expression. Then he remembered there was no real need 
to hide his true feelings. 


...No reason except his thin face. A blush was rising into his cheeks, and he wasn't sure 
whether it was about the beautifully muscled chest Mo Ran hadn't bothered to cover up, or 
about the pleasure in Mo Ran's surprised tone. 


"Is there anything strange about that?" Chu Wanning demanded. He was not quite able to 
meet Mo Ran's eyes. "You were gone all day. Liu-gong said it was a surprise attack." 


"I always thought I was imagining it," Mo Ran said. 


" " 


It appeared that Chu Wanning had failed to conceal his feelings all these years. Chu Wanning 
didn't know whether to be glad or not. 


"All those years," Mo Ran said, echoing Chu Wanning's thoughts in a soft voice, "You 
checked my wounds after every battle when you thought I'd fallen asleep. I told myself you 


were only doing it in the hopes that I would die from my wounds." 
"No," Chu Wanning protested. 


He hadn't meant to exclaim like that. It was just the horror of the image. Mo Ran's life 
slipping away in their sleep. 


"You've cared about me all these years," Mo Ran concluded. 

Chu Wanning didn't say anything. He pressed his lips together in resignation. 
"Even after all I did to you," Mo Ran said. 

"All that Hua Binan did to us," Chu Wanning argued. 


Mo Ran's expression tightened. His mouth opened and shut. He seemed to struggle for a 
moment against some unhappy thought. Then he closed his eyes and swallowed. 


"Hua Binan hid my memories from me," he said. "He didn't make me treat you the way I 
did." 


There was a moment of silence. 


Chu Wanning wanted to cry into it. Mo Ran was in agony. He had cut out the flower, but the 
scars remained. The hurt remained. Mo Ran was shouldering the burden of guilt for all the 
slaughter and violation and rage. Chu Wanning knew, with all his heart, that this guilt did not 
belong to Mo Ran. 


Chu Wanning took a deep breath and gave in to the urge to embrace Mo Ran. Mo Ran 
trembled and leaned into the contact. 


"It wasn't your fault," Chu Wanning said in a whisper. "Hua Binan used you." 
"It was my doing," Mo Ran argued. "I hurt you. It was my hands that-" 

Chu Wanning interrupted. "Then what are your hands doing now?" 

Mo Ran thought he was a monster. His arms were gentle around Chu Wanning. 
Mo Ran was quiet once more. 


"I've always wanted to hold you," he admitted quietly. "curse or not. But earlier today, I 
slaughtered all of Tianyin Pavilion. Can I blame that on the curse?" 


Chu Wanning paused. The way Mo Ran had said it, it sounded like he had ended the sect. 
"You killed all of Tianyin Pavilion?" Chu Wanning asked, surprised. 
Mo Ran lowered his gaze in shame. His shoulders tensed. 


"I didn't know what else to do. I needed to protect you and-" 


"Mo Ran," Chu Wanning interrupted. "Did Tianyin Pavilion send their entire fighting force to 
attack you?" 


Mo Ran was taken aback by the intensity in Chu Wanning's question. 

"I think so? Mu Yanli was there. She ordered her sect to kill me, no matter the cost." 
"How do you know?" 

"She made the command in front of me." 


Chu Wanning's eyes widened. Many things that he hadn't understood before, that had 
confused him in the past, suddenly made sense. 


"Mu Yanli didn't come to Wushan Palace intending to kill you," he surmised. 


Mo Ran looked a little exasperated about the questions. He'd always hated political 
machinations and convoluted plots. Chu Wanning could practically hear Mo Ran reminding 
himself that he couldn't simply toss Chu Wannning into bed to end a tedious conversation 
anymore. 


"I don't think so. She only gave the command once I pissed her off. She originally came to 
Wushan Palace demanding I release Hua Binan." 


A trace of disgusted unease crossed Mo Ran's face. He suddenly took Chu Wanning's hands 
to check the cuts on Chu Wanning's fingers. Then he checked Chu Wanning's pulse, 
presumably to check on the baby, before stroking Chu Wanning's belly. 


Chu Wanning let Mo Ran fuss over him while his own mind reeled. 
"She asked for him by name?" 


"No, she didn't," Mo Ran clarified, "She accused me of imprisoning a talented healer from 
Guyueye. I didn't want to waste time, so I told her I knew she meant Hua Binan, and that I 
had already killed him." 


"And then?" 


"I don't think she believed me. She told me that if I didn't release him, Tianyin Pavilion 
would declare war on me." 


Chu Wanning stared at him, waiting for the rest of it. Mo Ran scratched his head in an 
embarrassed attitude. 


"She might have been planning to leave after telling me her terms. I don't know. But she said 
some nonsense about him being such a virtuous and peerless healer...” 


Mo Ran shut his mouth and looked at Chu Wanning with a complicated expression. Chu 
Wanning thought he understood: Mo Ran had often mocked others for praising Chu Wanning 
like this. It was awkward for him to remember now. 


Chu Wanning absolutely did not want to listen to Mo Ran apologize again. 
"And?" he asked. 
Mo Ran cleared his throat. 


“T got annoyed. I told her he was not worth fighting for. I called him a treacherous bit of filth 
who had deceived them all just like he'd deceived the people who raised him. My aunt and 
uncle..." 


Mo Ran paused again looking troubled. He had killed his aunt and uncle, after all. Chu 
Wanning was not sure how Mo Ran thought of them now that his memories were back. As 
for Chu Wanning, it still hurt to remember having lost them. They were some of the kindest, 
most sincerely good people in the cultivation world. Xue Zhengyong was perhaps the only 
person whom Chu Wanning could call a friend. 


"I'm sorry," Mo Ran said quietly. 


Chu Wanning sighed and reached for Mo Ran's hand. Mo Ran was startled by his touch: He 
flinched and looked down at their hands. 


"It's not your fault." 
Mo Ran smiled faintly. Unconvinced, but unwilling to argue. 
"I said that Hua Binan was no better than me. Mu Yanli attacked me after that." 


"He cannot hope to compare to you," Chu Wanning countered fiercely. "And based on what 
you're saying, Mu Yanli is hardly better than Hua Binan." 


Mo Ran thought it over. The faint smile fell away. 
"Do you think Mu Yanli knew about the flower curse?" 
Chu Wanning nodded. 


If this were true, the implications would be staggering. Tianyin Pavilion stood for 
incorruptible justice in the cultivation world. The founders were descendants of Gods and 
their lineage represented the purest divinity in the mortal realm. 


Mo Ran made a noise of disdain. "I thought they were just hypocrites and cowards. But why 
is Shizun so sure?" 


"Mu Yanli did not come here intending to fight you. She did not assemble her allies or 
publicly denounce you to justify her attack. She sought a private audience with you offering 
you a way to prevent a fight. And then she didn't believe you when you told her that Hua 
Binan was dead until you gave her proof." 


Mo Ran frowned. 


"You made it clear that you knew Shi Mei was Hua Binan. And you made it clear that he is 
no longer your beloved person," Chu Wanning explained. "The curse would make you think 
you loved him regardless." 


"Oh..." 


"Mu Yanli is not an impetuous fool. She didn't attack you out of anger or a blind zeal for 
justice. She attacked you because she realized that the curse was broken. Whatever she and 
Hua Binan were planning, you are no longer useful to them." 


They were quiet another moment. Chu Wanning was thinking about the implications and 
likely consequences of this discovery. Who knew what Mo Ran was thinking: He had tilted 
his head down and so Chu Wanning couldn't see his expression. 


Suddenly, Mo Ran sighed. Chu Wanning belatedly realized that he was still holding Mo Ran's 
hand from earlier. He tentatively squeezed Mo Ran's hand. 


"It's all the same," Mo Ran said without looking up. " What's done is done. As far as the 
cultivation world is concerned, I did it. I was the killer. For justice or for their own reasons, 
the cultivation world will keep trying to fight me in the future." 


Chu Wanning had no response. Mo Ran was right. 
"...and that means I have to fight them back," Mo Ran added. "I need to protect our child." 


He met Chu Wanning's eyes then. His expression was sad and grim. Resigned. But it was also 
determined. Chu Wanning knew that Mo Ran would really do whatever was necessary to 
keep their child safe. He shuddered. 


Mo Ran grasped Chu Wanning's hand tighter, as if he feared that Chu Wanning would try to 
draw it out of his grasp. 


He muttered, "Won't you forgive me, Shizun?" 


Chu Wanning hesitated. He would much rather have said nothing. But Mo Ran looked 
miserable and guilty and Chu Wanning knew what he would think if Chu Wanning said 
nothing: He would think that Chu Wanning blamed him. He would think that Chu Wanning 
had shuddered from disgust or fear. 


In reality, the most frightening thing about hearing Mo Ran's violent promise was that Chu 
Wanning found it reassuring. He had always wanted to do good and help people. He couldn't 
stand the idea of being selfish. But, now, he couldn't deny that he wanted his child safe no 
matter the cost. 


And so, after some hesitation, Chu Wanning admitted, "There's nothing to forgive...I also 
want to protect our child." 


Mo Ran looked into his eyes with guarded hope. 


"But, you don't have to fight," Chu Wanning said. 


Mo Ran frowned. 


"There's another way," Chu Wanning assured him. 
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Chu Wanning hadn't let go of Mo Ran's hand. He hadn't pushed him away or pronounced him 
a monster. He didn't seem to mind having Mo Ran sprawled all over him. 


Part of Mo Ran was worried about the situation they were discussing, but part of Mo Ran was 
also so happy that he never wanted to move again. He wanted to stay here, with Chu 
Wanning, for the rest of their lives. 


"Tell me," Mo Ran prompted him. 
Tell me what the rest of our lives will be like together. 


Chu Wanning met his eyes briefly and then dropped his gaze. Mo Ran might have interpreted 
this as disinterest, or disgust, or simple disdain. But, holding Chu Wanning's hand, Mo Ran 
realized that it was none of those things that made Chu Wanning look away. Mo Ran realized, 
for the first time, that Chu Wanning was shy. Mo Ran couldn't believe he hadn't noticed 
before. He wanted to kill Hua Binan all over again for blinding him. He wanted to kiss Chu 
Wanning. He wanted to make Chu Wanning look at him again. 


Chu Wanning cleared his throat and spoke. 


"There's a mountain that my- my shizun used for cultivating in seclusion. There's a cottage 
there. It's protected by powerful wards and the villagers know to stay away." 


Chu Wanning was watching Mo Ran's face as if he was wary of Mo Ran's reaction. He 
seemed to be waiting for Mo Ran to say something. Mo Ran wasn't sure how this cottage 
related to the problem at hand. 


"Oh?" Mo Ran asked politely. 


"I was thinking of going there," Chu Wanning said. "At least until the birth." 


Mo Ran hesitated. Judging by Chu Wanning's expression, he seemed to expect that Mo Ran 
would react badly in some way. Mo Ran was certainly unhappy to think of Chu Wanning 
running away with their unborn child and hiding somewhere. However, Mo Ran was 
painfully aware that he had failed to protect their child. He couldn't blame Chu Wanning for 
thinking about other ways to protect them. 


He also knew he'd given Chu Wanning a lot of reason to fear him. And so, he kept his voice 
calm. 


"Were you thinking of this...before?" he asked. 


Mo Ran wasn't even sure which 'before' he was asking. Before the breaking of the curse. 
Before Xue Meng's attack. Before he was even sure that he was pregnant. 


Chu Wanning nodded. Mo Ran was ready for it. He gave Chu Wanning a reassuring smile. 
"I'm glad you changed your mind." 

Chu Wanning frowned at Mo Ran. 

"I didn't change my mind." 


" " 


Mo Ran's heart began beating faster. He unconsciously tightened his arms around Chu 
Wanning. 


"Is it because of what happened today? But...but I kept you safe this time. I will never let any 
harm come to you again." 


"You went off to battle injured and unprepared," Chu Wanning said coldly. "I didn't know if 
you were going to survive. I didn't know if I would be able to escape the palace with your son 
if Tianyin Pavilion won." 


In response to the flat, cold tone, Mo Ran couldn't help but plead, "They didn't even touch 
me. There was nothing to worry about." 


Chu Wanning only looked more severe. 


"What about your army? How many more chess pieces will you need in case of another 
surprise attack?" 


Mo Ran swallowed. Guilt and disgust and the terror of losing Chu Wanning swirled in his 
stomach, in his veins. 


They both knew the reality. Mo Ran had managed to dominate the cultivation world because 
he had mastered the Zhenlong Chess Formation. He wouldn't be able to maintain his throne 
without Zhenlong Chess Formation. Nor could he simply change tactics and try to recruit 
soldiers: The other sects would interpret this as a sign that Taxian-Jun was losing control. He 


would have to turn more people into chess pieces to replace the chess pieces he had lost, and 
soon. 


"You said there was another way," Mo Ran said. "You said you wanted to keep our child 
safe." 


Mo Ran forced himself to stop speaking when he heard the defensive, nearly petulant tone. A 
familiar, bitter sense of despair was rising in him. He had thought earlier that Chu Wanning 
had understood. That he had agreed. Mo Ran should have known better. Chu Wanning would 
not compromise on his principles so easily. 


"And you said that you wouldn't leave. That you would stay to protect our child," Chu 
Wanning snapped back. "But when I woke up, you were gone." 


" " 


Mo Ran knew it didn't matter that the reason he'd left was to protect their child. That wasn't 
the point. The point was that Mo Ran had made two promises, without anticipating the 
circumstances that would prevent him from keeping those promises. He should have. His rule 
was unpopular: This wasn't the first time he had rushed off to fend off a surprise attack. Chu 
Wanning was right to not want to rely on Mo Ran's promises. 


Chu Wanning closed his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened his eyes to meet Mo 
Ran's again, his gaze was softer. 


"The cultivation world thinks I died long ago. Nobody knows that your 'Chu-fei' is pregnant 
except Liu-gong and that physician." 


Mo Ran understood why Chu Wanning had been so reticent. Chu Wanning confirmed it a 
moment later. 


"If we leave Wushan Palace, nobody will even look for us." 
"No," Mo Ran said immediately. 


Chu Wanning's eyes widened. He seemed taken aback by Mo Ran's refusal to surrender his 
family. This stabbed Mo Ran in his heart for reasons he couldn't name. He suddenly felt 
small. Distant. 


"I can't," Mo Ran said. "You can't ask me that." 


Chu Wanning finally shoved Mo Ran's hands off of his body. Mo Ran let him. But he didn't 
move any further than he had to. He watched Chu Wanning wrap his arms around himself, 
around their child, and self-loathing filled his chest. But he couldn't take his words back. He 
couldn't pretend that he would ever let Chu Wanning and their child go. 


"Does your throne mean more to you than your child?" Chu Wanning demanded quietly. His 
voice was low and controlled. 


Mo Ran was bewildered. 


"My throne? Fuck my throne!" 


Chu Wanning hesitated. He looked at Mo Ran warily, like he did before the curse was 
broken. Like he was bracing for whatever horrible thing Mo Ran was going to do to him 
next. Mo Ran forcibly tried to calm himself so he could speak clearly. 


"This has nothing to do with my throne. I never cared about that. But you can't ask me to stay 
here while you and our child go out into the world." 


Chu Wanning's expression changed. Mo Ran felt a trace of hope. He rushed on. 


"From now on, I will do what I can to avoid fighting. I can arrange treaties with the other 
sects. I'll bribe them if I have to." 


"Mo Ran-" 


"Most of them don't want to fight me anyway. I'll make peace with Xue Meng and that will 
end most of the resistance-" 


"Mo Ran." 
"Please, Wanning, I-" 


Mo Ran was shocked into silence by Chu Wanning pressing a finger to his lips. He blinked at 
him. 


"Not so loud," Chu Wanning chided. 

“There’s still a barrier around this room.” 

“Does your barrier block sound?” 

“No, but-” 

Wanning cut in quietly but briskly. 

“Did you mean that?” 

Mo Ran likewise lowered his tone. “What?” 

“Do you really not care about being Emperor?” 

“I really do not care,” Mo Ran said clearly and with some exasperation, “But that’s-” 


Mo Ran stopped short upon noticing the look on Chu Wanning’s face. Chu Wanning was 
smiling. 


Mo Ran’s heart thumped once before speeding. Mo Ran couldn’t remember the last time he’d 
seen Chu Wanning smile. Perhaps he never had. He was certain he would never have 
forgotten the sight. It warmed Mo Ran's heart and made his blood hot in his veins, like a 
candle had been lit within him. 


“Wanning,” he said softly. 


His hand rose wanting to cradle Chu Wanning’s face. He wanted to kiss those smiling lips. 
But before he could, Chu Wanning pressed his lips together as if to hide the smile. Mo Ran 
felt absurdly bereft at the loss. 


He frowned at Chu Wanning and begged, “Tell me you won’t leave." 
A hint of exasperation returned to Chu Wanning’s face. 


“Ts that why you said no? I was not suggesting that I would leave with Liu-gong and the 
physician. I was suggesting that you and I leave together.” 


Mo Ran stared. Then, in a rush of joy and relief, he brought Chu Wanning into his arms and 
kissed him. Chu Wanning gasped lightly and Mo Ran took the opportunity to lick into his 
mouth. Chu Wanning tensed beneath him but didn’t fight him, and Mo Ran’s heart rejoiced 
because- 


Mo Ran abruptly leaned back when he remembered himself. Chu Wanning was no longer his 
concubine. He had no right to grab him and kiss him like that. He looked at Chu Wanning’s 
face apprehensibly, expecting anger and indignation and disgust. Instead, Chu Wanning 
looked mildly annoyed. 


"We have to act quickly," he said. "There is no time for nonsense." 


Mo Ran waited but Chu Wanning didn't protest anything else. So it seemed that Mo Ran had 
not transgressed too badly. He cleared his throat. 


“Sorry, Shizun, I... couldn't help myself." 


Chu Wanning dropped his gaze again. It was difficult to tell in the candlelight, but Mo Ran 
thought he saw a tinge of pink on his cheeks. He stared, fascinated. Chu Wanning had 
dropped his gaze when he felt shy earlier. Mo Ran hesitantly wondered if -perhaps- it was 
possible that...that Chu Wanning liked him. 


He set the thought aside for the moment. He was on the verge of losing his mind just from 
having the thought occur to him, and he didn't have time for that: Chu Wanning was speaking 
in a serious tone. 


"it is possible that the rest of the major sects will not respond to your destruction of Tianyin 
Pavilion, but we cannot risk staying in case they use it as an excuse to attack," he told Mo 
Ran. 


"En, en," Mo Ran agreed. 


"Remember Xue Meng will likely have told them all of your injury. They will see this as an 
opportunity." 


"You're right, Shizun. But, Shizun, isn't it the same if we run away?" 


He wasn't particularly anxious now that Chu Wanning had made it clear that he wasn't 
leaving Mo Ran. He was certain that he could protect them no matter what. 


"Not if we go quietly and suddenly," Chu Wanning said. "Nobody will believe that Taxian- 
Jun willingly gave up his throne." 


Mo Ran gaped at him. He didn't want to argue with him, but... 
Chu Wanning noticed his disbelief. 


"The world is larger than you think, Mo Ran. I once left Rufeng Sect to take a position at 
another one of the Ten Great Sects. Rufeng Sect was unable to find me even though they 
looked for years." 


"You didn't destroy Rufeng Sect, though,' Mo Ran thought. 'I think they may try harder to find 
this maniac.' 


Out loud, he said, "It's still a little risky. Why don't we give them an explanation for my 
disappearance?" 


"Because taking the time to stage an explanation is also risky. If it goes badly, it will only 
draw more attention to our departure." 


"If it goes well, then it will prevent people from looking for us. And it will cast doubt on any 
reports of people who see us after," Mo Ran pointed out. 


"You want to fake your own death," Chu Wanning guessed. 
"En. Since Chu-zongshi is presumed dead, Taxian-Jun might as well be presumed dead too." 
Chu Wanning frowned, seeming troubled. He shook his head. 


"How would you make that death convincing? It would take a formidable assassin to kill 
Taxian-Jun." 


"Not as formidable when I'm injured and fresh from a battle with a powerful sect. Anyway, it 
doesn't have to be all that convincing," Mo Ran said. "Like you said, nobody would believe 
that I would willingly give up the throne. That will be proof enough that Taxian-Jun is dead." 


Chu Wanning gazed at him without saying anything. After waiting a while, Mo Ran couldn't 
help but prompt him. 


"Shizun?" 
"En?" 
"What do you think?" 


"...Do as you will," Chu Wanning decided. 


Red Lotus Pavilion was burning. 


The fire had started during the night. Guards had noticed the smoke first and immediately set 
off the alarm, but there was nothing anyone could do expect watch. The emperor himself had 
set up a magical barrier around the pavilion. No one could break through the barrier and, 
therefore, no one would be able to put out the fire until everything within the barrier was 
incinerated. 


Mo Ran had cast a spell to shroud his figure. He watched long enough to be sure that events 
played out the way he had planned. Then he flew out into the darkness. He followed the 
tracking spell he had placed on Chu Wanning earlier until he was circling over a small forest 
clearing on the side of a hill. 


Mo Ran landed silently in the middle of the clearing. Chu Wanning didn't seem to notice: His 
eyes were fixed on the distant fire and his arms were wrapped tightly around himself. 


Mo Ran dug the fire fox cloak out of his qiankun bag before walking towards him. Chu 
Wanning spoke up when he heard his footsteps approaching. 


"He's taking too long," Chu Wanning said. 


Mo Ran draped the fire fox cloak over his shoulders and cleared his throat. Chu Wanning 
spun around. 


"Sorry for making you worry. I wanted to make sure I wasn't followed," Mo Ran explained. 


Chu Wanning stared at him. He seemed relieved and surprised. Mo Ran luxuriated in the 
simple pleasure of seeing those reactions without grasping at some twisted explanation. Chu 
Wanning cared for him. He always had. Even though he tried to hide it. 


He smiled and fastened the cloak's ties while Chu Wanning composed himself. 
"And yet you took the time to pack a traveling bag?" Chu Wanning scolded. 


Mo Ran wilted a little. He hadn't expect that Chu Wanning would get angry at him. But then 
again, he had made him worry with no explanation. 


"I packed this before," Mo Ran said earnestly. "I had to wait a little before I set the fire so 
that people would think I was asleep. I really did come as soon as I could." 


Chu Wanning blinked, seemingly caught off-guard by this new, contrite Mo Ran. His 
expression softened in his uncertainty. He lowered his eyes shyly. Mo Ran's heart softened 
too. 


"I'm sorry I made you wait," Mo Ran said. "Especially when you're outside in this cold air." 


" 


..-" Chu Wanning wouldn't look at him now. 


Mo Ran bit the inside of his cheek to hold back a grin. He changed his tone slightly as he 
continued speaking. 


"It's lucky I remembered to look around the Red Lotus Pavilion before I set the fire. How 
could you forget your favorite cloak?" 


Chu Wanning predictably bristled at being fretted over. He raised his eyes to Mo Ran's face 
again to glare at him. 


"I didn't forget! The fire fox cloak is too conspicuous. Liu-gong got me another one." 


"That cloak's intended for soldiers in between battles. It's not warm enough," Mo Ran 
insisted. 


"It's warm enough for me, and since I'm the one wearing it-" 
"Is it warm enough for the baby?" Mo Ran asked. 
"The baby can only stay warm if you stay warm." 


Chu Wanning scowled and drew the cloak more tightly around himself. Mo Ran noticed then 
that, throughout his grousing, he hadn't made any attempt to remove the cloak. He grinned. 


"Anyway, your fire fox cloak is very plain. It's not going to draw undue attention." 


Chu Wanning looked like he wanted to argue some more, and perhaps insult the "gaudy" fire 
fox cloaks Mo Ran had gifted him over the years, but Liu-gong interrupted their bickering. 


"Your Majesty, Chu-zongshi, should we begin our journey?" 


Liu-gong had always been Mo Ran's most trusted servant. He had been just outside the room 
when Mo Ran began shouting in a panic and had overheard enough to understand that they 
were leaving. Liu-gong had then begged to come with them, saying that he had no living 
family and no other purpose in life. Chu Wanning was too soft-hearted to say no. 


Chu Wanning and Mo Ran glanced at each other. Chu Wanning was frosty in his 
embarrassment. Mo Ran was still grinning. Their respective expressions only intensified after 
noticing the others' expression. 


Chu Wanning turned away from Mo Ran and said, "Let's go." 


Mo Ran was to carry them on his sword. He nodded at Chu Wanning's command and tossed 
his sword out in front of them, increasing its size so that the three of them could stand on it 
comfortably. Then he jumped on lightly and turned to offer Chu Wanning his hand. Chu 
Wanning didn't take it. He was staring at the sword in surprise. 


"Why are you not using your holy weapon?" Chu Wanning asked. 


Mo Ran was standing on a spare sword intended for Mo Ran's guards. It was a high-quality 
weapon, beyond what most cultivators could hope to purchase in their lifetimes. But it was 
not the famed unnamed black sword that had conquered the cultivation world. 


"T left it in Red Lotus Pavilion," Mo Ran said. 
"Why?" 


Mo Ran scratched his head self-consciously. "I thought about as I was packing. I only packed 
things that would have burned in the fire. Holy weapons don't burn. If people look among the 
rubble of Red Lotus Pavilion and don't find my sword, they will know I didn't really die 
there." 


Chu Wanning stared at him. 
"You left your holy weapon?" 
"It can do more to protect us if I leave it behind than if I take it with us," Mo Ran pointed out. 


Chu Wanning hesitated. He seemed to want to say more, but he seemed confused rather than 
disapproving. Mo Ran thought he knew why he was conflicted. Mo Ran's reasoning was 
good: Leaving the sword made the fake death seem real. This was because no cultivator 
would willingly give up their holy weapon if they remained alive. 


Or, almost no cultivator. Chu Wanning had given up Tianwen and Huaisha along with his 
cultivation when he willingly detonated his core to protect others from Mo Ran. Compared to 
that, it was no big deal for Mo Ran to leave his holy weapon behind and trade it for another 
good sword. It was certainly no big deal to do so for his child. 


Chu Wanning didn't seem ready to accept this. Mo Ran smiled and took him by the waist to 
lift him onto his sword. Chu Wanning was momentarily distracted, caught between 
indignation at being casually grabbed by his waist and his hesitation over the holy weapon 
issue. Mo Ran used the time to help Liu-gong onto his sword. Then he tugged Chu Wanning 
close. 


"The wind will be cold. Hold onto me," Mo Ran instructed. 


Chu Wanning held onto him as the sword rose once more into the night. 
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Mo Ran flew as fast as he dared, conscious that neither of his passengers would be able to 
endure a long cold flight. They reached Nanping Mountain in the grey of upcoming dawn. 


Chu Wanning had dozed off near the end of the flight leaning against Mo Ran’s chest. He 
raised his head when he felt Mo Ran mumbling in confusion with Liu-gong. 


"Wanning," Mo Ran greeted softly. "I think we're here. Or, we reached the place you marked 
on the map, but..." 


Mo Ran had circled the area a few times only to realize he couldn't quite find a landing spot 
in the mountainous terrain. He would decide on a clearing, or a forest path, only to 
accidentally fly over it or swerve to avoid a knot of trees. There seemed to be a powerful 
force preventing him from getting his bearings. 


"The wards are hiding it," Chu Wanning explained. 


"Oh." 


Chu Wanning hadn't been exaggerating about the power of his shizun's wards. Mo Ran could 
understand why he was so confident about hiding from the world here. 


"Lend me your spiritual power," Chu Wanning said. 


Mo Ran tapped his hand against Chu Wanning's lower back and began channeling energy. 
Chu Wanning formed seals with his hands. Suddenly, the forest beneath Mo Ran's sword 
shifted. 


"Why did your shizun set up such impenetrable wards? Was he afraid that worldly visitors 
would corrupt you?" Mo Ran joked. 


" " 


Chu Wanning shot him an annoyed look. Mo Ran smiled to have earned a glance from him. 
However, the expression in Chu Wanning's eyes changed as Mo Ran watched. His gaze grew 
distant as if some thought had occurred to him. Then his eyes hardened. Mo Ran wanted to 
ask him about it, but he knew it wasn't the right time: Liu-gong was here. And they were all 
exhausted. He put it at the back of his mind for the moment. 


"Descend in the air and fly north," Chu Wanning said briskly. "We are not very far." 
Mo Ran silently obeyed. 


The cottage turned out to be a neat, simple building. Even from the outside Mo Ran could see 
that it would need to be expanded if it was to comfortably house them, their child, and Liu- 
gong. He suspected that they would need to expand the kitchen and library too before long. 


Thoughts about renovations preoccupied Mo Ran as he landed. He helped Chu Wanning off 
his sword first before turning to help Liu-gong. 


"Thank you, Your Majesty," Liu-gong said quietly. 


Mo Ran nodded and turned back around. He was alarmed to find that Chu Wanning was no 
longer beside him. He was instead walking quickly towards the cottage door. 


"Wanning? Wait!" Mo Ran shouted. 
Chu Wanning paused in his step. Mo Ran ran to him. 
"What is it?" Chu Wanning asked. 


"You can't just go in there! Who knows how long the cottage has been abandoned. Let me 
look inside first." 


"You saw that the wards are still up. There's no one inside," he said irritably. 


Chu Wanning tried to keep walking. He was probably looking forward to sheltering from the 
cold inside the cottage. Mo Ran quickly grabbed his arm. Chu Wanning narrowed his eyes in 
warning at Mo Ran, but Mo Ran spoke firmly. 


"That also means no one has come here to make repairs to the building. What if it collapses 
as soon as you walk in?" 


"My shizun built this cottage. It will stand for another thousand years unless we burn it 
down." 


Mo Ran grew even more alarmed at his words. He grabbed at Chu Wanning with his other 
hand too so that he could cage him within his arms. Chu Wanning lowered his eyes so he 
could adjust his cloak with regal composure. Then he lifted his lovely face to glare at Mo 
Ran. 


Before he could admonish his unruly disciple, Mo Ran blurted out, "Your shizun built this 
house?!" 


"Yes. Is there a problem with that?" 
"Not really, but...Cultivation skills are one thing. Was your shizun also a carpenter?" 
"Yes." 


" " 


"He was a skilled woodworker. He built this house with magic so that we wouldn't have to 
bring repair-workers. It's fine." 


Mo Ran didn't have anything more to say after that. He let go of Chu Wanning and allowed 
him to lead them into the cottage. Chu Wanning did not bother with a tour. He only led them 
to the back of the cottage where there were two doors. He opened them both and glanced in 
each room before turning to the other two. 


"These are the bedrooms. There is firewood by each fireplace still," he said. 
"Thank you, Chu-zongshi," Liu-gong said. 
Chu Wanning nodded. "Sleep well." 


They seemed too tired to discuss anything further. Liu-gong bowed to them both and backed 
into the smaller of the two rooms. Chu Wanning walked into the other. Mo Ran hesitated 
outside. Liu-gong had clearly dismissed him assuming that Mo Ran would share a bedroom 
with Chu Wanning. Chu Wanning himself had not pointed to a third sleeping area. He didn't 
seem to notice Mo Ran's hesitation either, too preoccupied shaking dust out of the bedding. 


After some thought, Mo Ran walked into Chu Wanning's room. He wanted to light the 
fireplace for him even if Chu Wanning kicked him out for the night. 


Chu Wanning didn't kick him out. He was already in bed by the time Mo Ran finished with 
the fire. And he had clearly left space for someone else on the bed. 


Mo Ran approached cautiously anyway. He paused at the bedside. 


"Wanning," he called in a low voice. 
Chu Wanning responded with a grunt. 
"May I...2" 


Chu Wanning exhaled in irritation. "Do you see another set of bedding?" 


" " 


Mo Ran looked at Chu Wanning pleadingly. It was useless: Chu Wanning's back was turned 
towards him. 


"Then, I'll lay down too," he said. 


" " 


Mo Ran took off his boots and his outer robes and then got into bed with Chu Wanning. The 
bed was not all that large. Even though Mo Ran tried not to intrude on Chu Wanning's space, 
his arm was pressed against Chu Wanning's back. Mo Ran felt the rise and fall of Chu 
Wanning's breath. He felt the tension in it. Mo Ran abruptly became aware that this was their 
first time alone in bed together since Chu Wanning broke the Eight-Sufferings-Long-Hatred- 
Flower curse. There had been guards at the door during the first night because Mo Ran had 
been afraid of assassins. Now, the door was closed and all it would take to grant them privacy 
would be a set of silencing talismans. 


Mo Ran couldn't help his body's reaction to the thought. He shifted despite himself, 
accidentally nudging Chu Wanning's back as he did so. 


"Sorry," Mo Ran whispered. 


" " 


There was no response. Chu Wanning's breathing didn't so much as hitch. Mo Ran mentally 
scolded himself for engaging in improper thoughts and potentially disturbing Chu Wanning's 
rest. He told himself to settle down. He needed to let Chu Wanning sleep. He needed to show 
Chu Wanning respect. He needed to keep his hands and this thoughts to himself. 


Mo Ran realized he had made a mistake in lying down to try to sleep. He had just spent hours 
flying as fast as he could. His body and mind were not ready to simply shut down. The 
problem was that he would wake Chu Wanning if he got up now. Mo Ran blinked at the 
ceiling and watched the patterns the firelight made instead of sleeping. 


Actually, there was another thing keeping Mo Ran awake. He had gotten used to sleeping 
with Chu Wanning in his arms. He had spent nearly a decade like this, almost every night. He 


would bury his nose in Chu Wanning's hair, or against his neck, and engulf himself in the 
scent of haitang blossoms... 


Mo Ran accidentally shifted again. He froze when he realized his mistake. He didn't say 
anything this time out of fear of disturbing Chu Wanning's sleep further. But, after a moment, 
it was Chu Wanning who sighed. 


"Wanning, are you awake?" Mo Ran whispered. 
Suddenly, Chu Wanning sneezed. 

"Wanning, are you cold?" Mo Ran asked. 

"No, it's the dust..." 

Chu Wanning paused. There was an embarrassed silence. 
"If you're cold, I can hold you," Mo Ran said. 


He said it half-guiltily, half in relief. He told himself that just because he wanted to hold Chu 
Wannning for his own reasons; it didn't mean there also wasn't a good, unselfish reason to ask 
to hold him. He could bend his knees slightly and hide the effects of any untoward thoughts. 
Chu Wanning's comfort and health was more important. 


"I'm fine." 

"Oh." 

Mo Ran could hear the disappointment in his own voice. 
"Goodnight, then," he said with false cheer. 


They were both silent for a while longer. Mo Ran thought woefully about their awkward 
exchange. Then he realized something. Wanning had said he was 'fine.' Wasn't that the lie he 
used when he meant that he was not fine? Mo Ran realized that Chu Wanning probably was 
cold. He just didn't want to say so. 


"Wanning," he whispered. "Are you really fine?" 
Mo Ran waited. Then he remembered a trick that had worked earlier. 
"Remember the baby can only stay warm if you're warm," he whispered. 


Chu Wanning scoffed. Mo Ran bit his cheek to prevent himself from grinning. Chu Wanning 
had fallen for the bait in revelaing that he was still awake. Mo Ran turned himself onto his 
side so that Chu Wanning could easily wriggle into his arms. 


"Hm?" Mo Ran asked. 


Chu Wanning waited a moment longer. Then, without saying a word, and without opening his 
eyes, Chu Wanning settled himself in his usual place against Mo Ran's chest. Mo Ran smiled 
and wrapped his arms around him. The feel of his weight and warmth against him, the 
familiar scent of haitang blossoms, and the quiet sound of his breath; all slowed Mo Ran's 
heartbeat and soothed his mind. Suddenly, he was not in a new bed in a strange room in a 
foreign land. Suddenly, he felt at home. The crackling of the fireplace and the flicker of the 
firelight became a lulling, sleepy background. Mo Ran closed his eyes in contentment. 


"Goodnight, Wanning." 
"....Goodnight, Mo Ran." 
The two of them slept. 


Mo Ran woke up first in the morning. He wanted to get up and start cleaning the cottage. 
Make breakfast. Prepare more firewood. Instead, he stared in wonder at the one sleeping 
beside him. Chu Wanning had stayed in his arms all night. By his own choice. 


The sunlight drifted brighter and brighter through the window as Mo Ran watched the stirring 
of Chu Wanning's eyelashes and the occasional movement of his lips. It seemed more dream 
than reality. 


It wasn't until Mo Ran heard Liu-gong walking back and forth in the hall that he sighed and 
began to try to get out of bed. He unwound his arms as gently as he could from around Chu 
Wanning. Chu Wanning frowned in his sleep. Mo Ran paused and held his breath. Chu 
Wanning opened his eyes anyway to blink sleepily at him. 


"Baobei," Mo Ran crooned, "Go back to sleep." 


He froze for a moment after he realized what he had said. He had used the endearment was a 
habit. Surely Chu Wanning would be angry. 


Chu Wanning either didn't notice or was too sleepy to fight Mo Ran over the issue. 
"You flew all night," he said. 


Mo Ran's heart warmed. Chu Wanning was concerned for him! He couldn't help but lean in 
and kiss him. It was an impulsive, gentle brush of their lips. By the time Mo Ran realized he 
should have resisted, it was too late. Mo Ran's cheeks were warm when he drew away. 


Again, Chu Wanning showed no trace of anger or fear or disgust. He looked a little dazed, 
though. 


"...You should rest," Chu Wanning muttered. 


"I'm just going to make breakfast," Mo Ran reassured him. 


Chu Wanning blinked in apparent confusion. Mo Ran thought he looked very cute, but also 
very tired. 


"Sleep," Mo Ran said. "I'll wake you when the food's ready." 


Chu Wanning gave up and lifted the blankets to cover himself. Mo Ran got out bed and went 
to find Liu-gong. 


He found Liu-gong standing in the kitchen looking disconcerted. He had already started a fire 
and apparently opened most of the cabinets. He looked relieved at Mo Ran's arrival. 


"Good morning, Your Majesty," he said. "Are you and Chu-zongshi unharmed?" 
"What's wrong?" Mo Ran asked immediately. 


Liu-gong glanced around carefully. Mo Ran did the same. He expanded his spiritual 
consciousness to try to detect any threats or any other beings in the vicinity. Other than the 
three of them, he detected nothing. 


"Nothing's wrong," Liu-gong said hesitantly. "It's just... There's something strange about this 
house. Has it really been abandoned since Chu-zongshi was a teenager?” 


“That’s what Wanning told me,” Mo Ran said. 


Despite this, Mo Ran's heart tightened as he recognized that Liu-gong was right. Magic or 
not, a house abandoned for two decades or so should have been covered in dust and cobwebs. 
The firewood and bedding should have deteriorated or even rotted away by now. The borders 
of the house should have been shrouded by brambles and weeds. 


“Could he be mistaken?” Liu-gong asked. 


Mo Ran tried to think rationally. Perhaps the magic protected against pests and decay. 
Besides, it wouldn’t really be a problem if the cottage had been visited some time in the past 
years. There was no evidence that anyone had been here more recently. 


Liu-gong noticed Mo Ran’s uncertainty. He picked up one of the jars he had apparently 
pulled from the cabinet. 


"I found this," Liu-gong said. 


He opened the jar. Inside it was a mix of edible seeds and nuts that had to have been foraged 
in the woods around them. Some of the seeds at the top were tinged in green. They had been 
placed in the jar recently. The hair on the back of Mo Ran's neck stood up. He couldn't 
believe he hadn't noticed anything strange last night. He hurried back to Chu Wanning's side 
in a panic. 


Chu Wanning was no longer in bed: He was dressed and in the process of putting his hair up 
when Mo Ran charged in and scooped him into his arms. He startled and tried to free himself. 


"Wanning, someone's here," Mo Ran said before he could ask. "We have to go." 


"What? Why do you think that?" 


"Someone's been cleaning," Mo Ran insisted as he carried Chu Wanning to the front door. 
"There's food in the kitchen too." 


"Mo Weiyu, stop!" Chu Wanning commanded sharply. 


Mo Ran stopped as if Chu Wanning had cast a spell. Liu-gong also stopped in the act of 
trying to open the door for Mo Ran. 


"No one's here. That's the work of the forest spirits," Chu Wanning explained. 
"Huh?" 
Chu Wanning pushed himself from Mo Ran's chest and landed neatly on his feet. 


"There are forest spirits living in the woods around the cabin. My shizun was on good terms 
with them and allowed them to cross the wards. Sometimes they did chores for us." 


"That...is that really true?" Mo Ran asked. 


He couldn't help it. It sounded suspiciously like a bedtime story a shizun might tell his child- 
disciple. 


"Of course it is true," Chu Wanning said loftily. 

"...Did you ever see the forest spirits?" Mo Ran pressed. 
"Yes." 

"Oh," Mo Ran said. 


He and Liu-gong exchanged a befuddled look. Chu Wanning noticed. He shook his sleeves 
out and spoke with dignity. 


"They followed me around the mountain when I trained here. I wasn't allowed to speak to 
them, but I I could hardly fail to notice them." 


"Oh," Mo Ran said, in a different tone. 


Liu-gong sighed in relief. Mo Ran, on the other hand, was fighting the urge to grin. He 
pictured young Chu Wanning practicing his sword forms with an audience of little forest 
spirits. Young Chu Wanning walking through the mountain path with a train of little forest 
spirits behind him. 


"Thank you, Chu-zongshi. Then, should we stay and prepare breakfast after all?" 


Mo Ran took the giankun bag and placed it on the counter. One of his first priorities upon 
leaving Wushan Palace had been to pack food from the kitchens- anything that wouldn't 


spoil. He would never forget what it had been like to be hungry and without a home. He 
intended to never repeat the experience, or let Chu Wanning and their child experience it. 


"I can make breakfast myself," Mo Ran said. He was used to cooking Chu Wanning's meals 
lately. Besides, he wasn't sure if Litu-gong had good cooking skills. "Liu-gong, will you go 
through this bag and the cottage making note of what we have? It'll be good to have a list 
before we go down the mountain to buy supplies." 


"Yes, Your Majesty." 
"You shouldn't use those forms of address anymore," Chu Wanning said. 
Liu-gong and Mo Ran looked at Chu Wanning questioningly. 


"We cannot reveal that Mo Ran was Taxian-Jun. It'll be good to get out of the habit of calling 
him that, if we will be crossing paths with the villagers." 


Liu-gong looked at Mo Ran in some alarm, but Mo Ran only nodded. 

"Shizun is right. I will call you Uncle Liu from now on. You should call me Mo-gongzi." 
"Yes, Mo-...Mo-gongzi," Liu-gong said. 

"Then, Shizun, will you be Chu-gongzi?" Mo Ran asked with a grin. 


Mo Ran could understand why he would be conflicted about such a lowly address. Chu 
Wanning had spent most of his adult life being called the Beidou Immortal, Yuheng Elder, 
Chu-zongshi, Great Immortal, and so on. 


Chu Wanning regarded Mo Ran coolly and said, simply, "Yes." 
This did nothing to make Mo Ran stop grinning. "May I still call you-" 


Almost at the same time as Mo Ran opened his mouth, Chu Wanning abruptly turned to Liu- 
gong and said, " I will show you where to find writing supplies." 


"-shizun?" Mo Ran finished. 
Chu Wanning had marched out of the kitchen. 
"Wait, I brought writing supplies too!" 


Chu Wanning ignored him. Liu-gong looked between Chu Wanning's stiff retreating back and 
Mo Ran's knit brows. 


"Excuse me," he said with a quick bow before following Chu Wanning. 


Mo Ran was thus left alone in the kitchen. He sighed and turned to his cooking supplies 
before realizing he'd forgotten a very important ingredient. Nor was he sure where to acquire 
it. He had no choice but to call out. 


"Wanning?" 


He waited. Chu Wanning eventually marched back into the kitchen with red cheeks. He 
marched right up to Mo Ran, much closer than Mo Ran expected. He stared and reminded 
himself to respect Chu Wanning, to keep his hands to himself, to... 


"Not in front of him," Chu Wanning hissed. 


Mo Ran blinked out of his disrespectful thoughts to try to make sense of what Chu Wanning 
had said. 


"What do you mean, not in front of him? What did I do?" 


Chu Wanning looked at him in disbelief, which turned into exasperation when Mo Ran only 
looked back at him in confusion. 


"Why did you call me over?" he eventually asked in a calmer tone. 
"Oh. Is that what I did wrong? Do you not want me to call you 'Wanning' anymore?" 


Mo Ran couldn't help but feel his heart twinge in regret. He liked calling his beloved 
"Wanning.' In fact, there was no word that brought him a greater sense of warmth and 
pleasure. 


"No, that's not what I meant," Chu Wanning said. "Forget it." 
"Okay," Mo Ran agreed with a relieved smile. 


Chu Wanning seemed about to say more, but when Mo Ran smiled, Chu Wanning paused and 
gazed at him. Mo Ran couldn't help but hold his gaze, staring into those lovely phoenix eyes 
over Chu Wanning's blushing cheeks. The blush wasn't fading as Mo Ran watched. It made 
Mo Ran wonder what Chu Wanning was thinking- whether he was still angry, or somehow 
embarrassed... 


"Wanning," he breathed. 


Chu Wanning lowered his eyelashes and glanced away. He'd grown shy again. It made Mo 
Ran want to step even closer and tilt his chin up. 


The sound of footsteps in the hall stopped Mo Ran. Liu-gong was returning to the kitchen to 
begin taking inventory. Chu Wanning stepped away hurriedly so that they were at a polite 
distance when Liu-gong arrived. 


"What is it you wanted?" Chu Wanning asked crisply. 


His expression had regained its lofty, cool Immortal air. Mo Ran wasn't sure he had achieved 
the same degree of composure. 


He cleared his throat before speaking. "Water. Where can I get water for cooking?" 


Chu Wanning nodded. "I will show you where." 
"Get your cloak first," Mo Ran said. "It's still cold outside." 


Chu Wanning wordlessly obeyed. Mo Ran took a few deep breaths and walked to the door to 
wait for him. 


Chapter End Notes 


A bad joke regarding last chapter: 


The three graves in Wushan Palace might read: Steamed Consort Chu. Deep-Fried 
Empress Song. Roasted Emperor Taxian-Jun. 


(it's me I roasted him but most importantly, he roasted himself) 


ALSO. Um I'm not 100% sure about that chapter estimate. Remedy was 6 chapters so I 
think this will be 6 chapters too? It depends I guess. 


Chapter 5 


Chapter Notes 


Thank you for all the comments and support, everyone! <3 


I do have to say something though. I don’t think I can write this story without including 
male lactation, at least as an implied aspect of their domestic life with a baby. I’m sorry 
to those who can’t/won’t read that! I didn’t think about it until I was writing this chapter. 
I don't know whether to tag it though because I doubt it'll be a big/central aspect. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


The three of them agreed to spend the day making the cottage more habitable. 


"Uncle Liu can clean inside the house," Mo Ran instructed. "I will move furniture and bring 
in water when necessary. I'll see if I can find good firewood on the way..." 


"What about me?" Chu Wanning asked. 


Liu-gong shot Mo Ran an alarmed look. Chu Wanning had just gotten up from his sick bed a 
couple of days ago. He had spent all night in the air instead of sleeping in a warm bed. He 
was still rather weak and thin from his illness, and besides all that, he was pregnant. Mo Ran 
would have preferred that Chu Wanning stay in bed and obediently wait for Mo Ran to bring 
him food. However, he knew that there was no chance of that happening. Not now that Mo 
Ran wasn't allowed to do things like tie Chu Wanning to the bed and force him to rest. 


Luckily, Mo Ran had anticipated this problem. 
"Forgive me, Wanning," he muttered a little sheepishly. 


Chu Wanning narrowed his eyes in suspicion. Mo Ran pretended not to see as he rummaged 
in his sleeves. He finally pulled out a glittering qiankun pouch. The qiankun pouch was 
small, but so rich in gold thread and so exquisitely embroidered that it was clearly the 
treasure of an emperor. Chu Wanning gave it a dark look. 


"You'll have to deal with this alone," Mo Ran said. 
"What's in it?" 
"All the books from Red Lotus Pavilion," Mo Ran said. 


He bit back a smile at Chu Wanning's sharp intake, at the way his eyes lit up. 


"I knew they'd just get burned if I left them, and I thought they might be useful," Mo Ran 
explained. "I didn't think that this cottage might already have a library with its own sorting 
system." 


Mo Ran kept his expression serious even though it probably didn't matter at this point: Chu 
Wanning was transfixed by the qiankun pouch dangling in Mo Ran's hold, looking like a cat 
ready to pounce. 


"Uncle Liu surely doesn't know the book-sorting system," Mo Ran said. 
"I do not," Liu-gong agreed, fighting back a smile. 
"So you'll have to organize them yourself," Mo Ran concluded. 


Chu Wanning nodded seriously and held his hand out for the giankun pouch. Mo Ran 
dropped it into his palm and watched Chu Wanning disappear into the library with his prize. 
And so, Mo Ran and Liu-gong were left to their work without obstruction. Mo Ran had to 
drag Chu Wanning out of the library when it was time for their midday meal and then again 
when it was time for dinner. 


He feared that he would have to drag him out again when it was time for bed, but, strangely, 
Chu Wanning followed Mo Ran to their bedroom without putting up a fight. Mo Ran had 
already started the fire in the fireplace. They were both quiet. Mo Ran was tired from the 
day's work but satisfied with their progress. He was thinking about the tasks left to do 
tomorrow, and the tasks that would have to wait until spring. Chu Wanning's silence didn't 
strike him as odd: He thought Chu Wanning was probably tired too. 


The silence between them let them hear the crackle and slight hiss of the fireplace. Mo Ran 
found it restful. He let down his hair, took off his boots and outer robe, and then turned to the 
bed expecting to find Chu Wanning already curled in it. He stopped short when he realized 
Chu Wanning was standing by the end, still fully dressed. His eyes were cast low as if he 
were looking at something on the ground. 


" " 


"Wanning?" Mo Ran inquired. 


Chu Wanning looked up. He met Mo Ran's eyes. His lips parted as if he were going to say 
something. But then he turned his head to the side and curled his hands into loose fists. 


Mo Ran hesitated. 
"Aren't you going to get ready for bed?" he asked. 


Chu Wanning nodded without looking at Mo Ran. He turned his entire body to the side, 
facing the wall as he undid his ponytail. He then paused with the silver-and-jade hairclasp in 
his hand as he realized there was nowhere to set it down. Mo Ran silently walked over to take 
it from him, but before their hands could touch, Chu Wanning suddenly turned to face him. 
Mo Ran paused. 


"What's wong?" he asked. 
"Nothing," Chu Wanning answered. 


Of course. Mo Ran studied his face, worried now. Chu Wanning lowered his eyes again. His 
loose hair came down to partially cover his face, and Mo Ran reached up to sweep it out of 
the way without thinking about it. 


They both stopped breathing. Mo Ran hurriedly took his hand back. He cursed himself for his 
impertinence- for years, he had touched Chu Wanning like this, without hesitation. Without 
any thought for Chu Wanning's comfort. Now his body didn't know to ask permission. His 
face felt hot with shame. But his fingertips were hot as well. They ached to keep touching 
Chu Wanning's hair. Chu Wanning's face. 


"I- I'm sorry," Mo Ran muttered. "I-" 

"The blueprints," Chu Wanning interrupted. 

"Huh?" 

"The blueprints weren't in Red Lotus Pavilion," Chu Wanning said. 


Mo Ran stared at Chu Wanning in confusion. He was thinking about the mole behind Chu 
Wanning’s ear, so it took a long moment for him to make sense of what Chu Wanning was 
saying. 


"Oh! Yeah. The blueprints were...I had them in my palace," he admitted. 
Chu Wanning still wasn't looking at him. 
"You said you burned them," he said. 


Mo Ran swallowed as he remembered. One day, he had come home from the battlefield to 
find Chu Wanning working on some blueprints for the Holy Night Guardians. It had enraged 
him. Taxian-Jun had spent all day fighting to put down a rebellion of the people, while his 
consort had been at home designing inventions to keep the people safe. He had never 
designed anything for Taxian-Jun. He never seemed to worry about Taxian-Jun's safety. 
Taxian-Jun had fought for his life thinking all the while about returning home to his Chu-fei, 
but it seemed his Chu-fei had spent all day worrying about the people trying to kill him. 


Mo Ran had expressed his dejection, his sorrow, his insane jealousy, by twisting Chu 
Wanning's arm until he dropped the brush he'd been holding. Then he had swept the 
blueprints off the table and pointedly fucked him on that table. 


As Chu Wanning suppressed whimpers, Mo Ran had crazily murmured into his ear, "Your 
only purpose is to serve your emperor. The only work you should be doing is taking my 
cock." 


Afterwards, he had personally rolled up the blueprints and told Chu Wanning he was going to 
burn them. He even made a show of burning them outside Red Lotus Pavilion where Chu 


Wanning could see. 


Except Taxian-Jun hadn't burned the blueprints. He told himself that they were the work of 
Chu Wanning's life, after all. He presumably found them valuable, so they could be useful as 
bargaining chips if Taxian-Jun ever needed to bribe him. He had secreted the real blueprints 
away, hidden them in a qiankun pouch in his treasure chamber, and created some fakes to 
burn outside Red Lotus Pavilion. He had nearly forgotten them until he did a sweep of his 
treasure chamber in preparation for their escape. 


Now Chu Wanning was rightfully confused to see them all intact. Mo Ran cleared his throat. 
"I didn't burn them," he said stupidly. 

..obviously, he hadn't burned them. 

Mo Ran tried, "I made some fakes to burn." 

Chu Wanning frowned. "Then, if you had replicas made-" 

"No, I made them myself," Mo Ran said. "No one else knew. Not even Liu-gong." 

Chu Wanning stared. The question of 'why?' was clear on his face. 

"I didn't want anyone to know," Mo Ran admitted, his face heating. "It felt too...sentimental." 


Chu Wanning blinked at that. He searched Mo Ran's face, a guarded look on his face that Mo 
Ran had recognized as...shy. It was hard to tell in the warm light of the fireplace, but Mo Ran 
thought he saw a light blush on those cheeks. Mo Ran looked back at him steadily. He felt 
torn between remorse and a strange prickling tenderness. It was strange and yet familiar. 
Taxian-Jun wouldn't have allowed himself to notice: He have felt too much revulsion and fear 
about his own vulnerability and the uncertainty. Mo Ran didn't feel any better now. It was just 
that he recognized that either he had to resign himself to feeling it, or force Chu Wanning to 
endure more of it. And Chu Wanning had endured enough at his hands. 


"I put the real ones in that pouch," Mo Ran explained. "It was lucky I did, because after, in 
Red Lotus Pavilion, I had somewhere to store the books." 


"En," Chu Wanning agreed. 


The conversation seemed at an end. Mo Ran held his hand out for Chu Wanning's hair clasp, 
and this time Chu Wanning allowed him to take it. Then they got into bed together. Mo Ran 
held his arms out just like the previous night and Chu Wanning accepted the invitation 
without any need for persuasion. He couldn't help but thrill at the feel of Chu Wanning's soft 
hair against his chin, Chu Wanning's breath close to Mo Ran's heart, the warm weight of Chu 
Wanning's body relaxing into sleep against him. Mo Ran wanted to kiss him. But that would 
be greedy. Chu Wanning had already given Mo Ran so much. 


Mo Ran had begun to drift off to sleep contentedly when he heard Chu Wanning say a quiet 
phrase. 


"Thank you." 

Mo Ran tensed unhappily. His eyes opened. Within his arms, Chu Wanning also tensed. 
"For bringing the blueprints," Chu Wanning said hurriedly, "and the books." 

As if he were nervous that he'd said something to upset Mo Ran. He had, but... 


Mo Ran sighed. "You don't have to thank me for anything. They were yours in the first place. 
I'm the one who took them from you." 


"While you were under the effects of the curse." 


" " 


Mo Ran didn't see why it mattered. It was still him who had done it. 


"As soon as we broke the curse, you gave them back," Chu Wanning pointed out. 


" " 


Chu Wanning didn't turn his face up to look at him, but Mo Ran still felt that he was waiting. 
He sighed again. 


"I can't give you back everything I took," he said quietly. 


" " 


"I took so much from you, Wanning." 

Chu Wanning took a deep breath. Mo Ran stroked his hair comfortingly. 
“You didn’t take anything from me,” Chu Wanning muttered. 

Mo Ran smiled ruefully. 

“Hua Binan took,” Chu Wanning added. 


Mo Ran might have said “en” and let the subject fall, but he felt a slight shiver go through 
Chu Wanning’s body. Mo Ran suddenly felt wide awake. Mo Ran suddenly realized how self- 
centered he was acting. He had assumed, when Chu Wanning brought up Hua Binan, he was 
doing so to make Mo Ran feel less guilty. In Mo Ran’s eyes, Hua Binan had made a single, 
aborted attack on them. He had provided a convenient excuse for Chu Wanning to forgive Mo 
Ran. But Mo Ran realized, to Chu Wanning, Hua Binan had been a threat all these years. The 
hidden predator stalking them from the shadows. Mo Ran had made Chu Wanning 
defenseless to this predator, and then unknowingly left Chu Wanning alone to fight. 


In the end, Chu Wanning had had to kill Hua Binan all on his own. How he had managed to 
do so, Mo Ran couldn’t begin to imagine. He couldn’t help but regard the man in his arms 


with awe, both for what he had endured, and for what he had accomplished. It struck him that 
he couldn't let Chu Wanning continue to bear that burden alone. 


“Wanning,” he began asking. 
Then he paused. Where to be even start? 
Cautiously, he continued, “What happened that night?” 


Chu Wanning had begun to relax as Mo Ran stroked his hair. Now he tensed again. His arms 
had been bent between his chest and Mo Ran’s. He quickly lowered them to cover his belly. 
Mo Ran instinctively hugged him closer. Chu Wanning was shaking. Mo Ran wasn't sure 
whether it was from anger or fear. 


"You don't have to tell me," he quickly soothed. "You don't have to say anything." 
“T don’t regret killing him,” Chu Wanning said. 
“Good. I’m glad he’s dead,” Mo Ran said. 


Chu Wanning finally looked up at him, pushing against Mo Ran’s hold a little so he could 
turn his face up to look at Mo Ran’s expression. 


“T’m glad you killed him,” Mo Ran emphasized. “I’m only sorry you got hurt doing it. I wish 
I could have killed him for you.” 


Chu Wanning exhaled and lowered his head to rest more comfortably again. He was still 
shaking. Mo Ran resumed stroking his hair. 


After a while, Chu Wanning spoke again. 


“He tied to sedate me with a cup of tea. Liu-gong usually adds more honey. I only noticed the 
difference because I was worried that the Empress would do something while you were 
unconscious. I threw the tea in the bathwater so that they would think that I drank it all. After, 
I told Liu-gong to hide. I knew if it was really the Empress, then there was nothing we could 
to to stop her.” 


The bleak tone to describe his utter helplessness was bad enough. Mo Ran’s hand paused at 
the recognition of how close they had come to losing everything. Chu Wanning was able to 
stay awake and fight only because he’d noticed the difference in the sweetness of his tea. 


Chu Wanning continued speaking once Mo Ran had let out a shaky breath. 


“He came in alone once all the servants had gone and the candles had been put out. I 
pretended to be asleep until he tried to touch me...” 


Here Chu Wanning faltered again. 


“Touch you?” Mo Ran echoed. 


It was hard to keep the rage in his voice at bay. But he tried, for Chu Wanning’s sake. None 
of the anger was towards him. Mo Ran reminded himself that the man was dead, that Chu 
Wanning was safe, and that Chu Wanning needed his reassurances now. Chu Wanning was 
silent, so Mo Ran kissed his forehead. 


“I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you,” he said quietly. 
Chu Wanning shifted a little. 


“T wanted to be able to heal you as soon as possible if I found a cure for the curse. So, I kept 
sedative needles near the bed. I hid one of them in my hand. When Hua Binan picked up my 
wrist to check my pulse, I stabbed one of those needles into his forearm.” 


Mo Ran paused in surprise and then puffed out a laugh. 
“Hush,” Chu Wanning hissed. 


Mo Ran muffled his laughter against Chu Wanning’s hair. Chu Wanning lightly smacked his 
arm. 


“Liu-gong is sleeping!” 


“T know, I know, I just,” Mo Ran said between disbelieving laughs. “I underestimated Shizun, 
didn’t I?” 


“I didn’t realize you believed all the nonsense you spouted,” Chu Wanning grumbled. 


Clearly the comments about Chu-fei’s helplessness before Taxian-Jun had hurt Chu 
Wanning’s pride. Mo Ran’s laughter stopped as he remembered some of the other “nonsense” 
he had said to Chu Wanning over the years. He sighed and couldn’t help but say, “Why didn’t 
you kill me?” 


He didn’t give Chu Wanning a chance to reply. He knew why Chu Wanning hadn’t killed 
him: Chu Wanning was far too kind and soft-hearted. 


“So you were able to put him to sleep,” Mo Ran prompted. 


“...No. He was able to restrict his qi to slow its effects. But having done that meant that he 
couldn’t use his spiritual energy against me.” 


“Amazing, Wanning,” Mo Ran praised. 
Chu Wanning continued speaking as if he hadn’t heard. 


“T tried to strike him immediately, but he leapt away. There was a lot of moonlight coming in 
through the window. I recognized his face.” 


Chu Wanning swallowed. Mo Ran remembered seeing that face himself. After Liu-gong’s 
explanation, Mo Ran had gone to inspect the corpse of the intruder. Like Chu Wanning, Mo 


Ran had recognized that lovely face immediately. The intruder was the moonlight of Mo 
Ran’s life, Shi Mei. 


“I knew what it meant,” Chu Wanning said quietly. 


He sounded heartbroken. Mo Ran’s heart ached as well. Shi Mei had only pretended to die all 
those years ago. He had left a fake corpse behind and Mo Ran had mourned him since then. 
Mo Ran had hated Chu Wanning since then. Shi Mei wasn’t responsible for the things Mo 
Ran had done...but he had evidently been content to watch from the shadows as Mo Ran did 
them. Mo Ran hadn’t begun to come to terms with the immensity of the betrayal yet. 


“T asked him whether he had been the one who cursed you. He wouldn’t confess, of course. 
Instead he started speaking nonsense. He said he hadn’t known I was pregnant until he 
checked my pulse. He apologized for neglecting me,” Chu Wanning said, voice full of 
disgust. “And he reassured me that now that he knew what you’d done, he wouldn’t fail to 
help me.” 


Mo Ran’s heart went cold. He understood now why Chu Wanning’s arms were covering their 
baby. If Chu Wanning had not managed to miraculously summon Juige, then their baby 
would have died that night. Mo Ran would never have known who killed him. He would 
never have been able to avenge their child or protect any future children. Chu Wanning 
would have been alone in a futile, heartbreaking battle. Just as he had been all these years. 


“He reassured me that he would remove every trace of his visit and make it look like I 
miscarried. You wouldn’t suspect anything. He would remove the memory from my mind 
too.” 


Mo Ran was shaking now too. He hugged Chu Wanning tighter and pressed another kiss to 
his forehead. 


“I killed him,” Chu Wanning said. 
His voice was cold, and yet it was infinitely comforting. 


Or maybe it was the refreshing hatitang blossom scent of Chu Wanning’s hair that was 
calming Mo Ran, as it always had. Or maybe it was all of Chu Wanning. Because, cold as he 
was, Chu Wanning had always been the true moonlight of his heart. The only reason Mo Ran 
hadn’t accepted this before was that Shi Mei had poisoned him. 


“You saved both of us,” Mo Ran said, half in awe and half in an attempt to return to Chu 
Wanning some of the comfort that Chu Wanning had given him. 


Chu Wanning was silent in response. 


“You protected our child,” Mo Ran said. “And you saved me by killing Hua Binan. Not just 
us. Who knows what Hua Binan and Tianyin Pavilion planned to do with Taxian-Jun’s help. 
It couldn’t have been anything good. You saved us all that night. I don’t know how you did it, 
but... Wanning, you were amazing.” 


Chu Wanning didn’t move for a long moment. Then he exhaled and tilted his face up to look 
at Mo Ran’s. Mo Ran smiled at him, huge and sincere and entirely in love. 


“Wanning,” Mo Ran said, heart too full of affection for him to remain silent. “Hua Binan 
tried to take everything away from me. You saved me. Even though I took everything from 
you...you saved me. You saved my life, my soul, my...” 


He wanted to say “family,” but then he realized it would be a little too presumptuous. Chu 
Wanning spoke while Mo Ran hesitated. 


“You didn’t take anything from me,” he said. 

“En?” Mo Ran asked, confused. 

There seemed to be a strange emphasis to Chu Wanning’s words. 

“Hua Binan tried to take,” Chu Wanning said, his lips curling in disgust. 


Mo Ran’s stomach flipped uncomfortably at the sight. He intuitively understood that there 
were things Hua Binan had said that Chu Wanning hadn’t deigned to repeat. His arms 
tightened around Chu Wanning. 


“Did he try to—” 


Mo Ran stopped himself. He had promised to try to change his ways. To respect Chu 
Wanning. To let go of the idea that Chu Wanning belonged to him in any way. 


Chu Wanning lowered his gaze again. 
Mo Ran cleared his throat. 


“I didn’t treat you any better than that, did I? But I want to. I don’t want to ever hurt you 
again. I know you decided to stay with me for the sake of our child, and I don’t want to take 
advantage of that. I love you, Wanning-” 


Chu Wanning’s head shot up. He stared at Mo Ran with wide eyes. Mo Ran winced. He made 
his voice softer. 


“...but I know you don’t love me. I will respect that. You don’t have to be afraid.” 


Chu Wanning kept staring at him. Mo Ran met his eyes and hoped his sincerity showed. It 
was perhaps less convincing when he had his arms around Chu Wanning. But since Chu 
Wanning had willingly come into Mo Ran’s arms, Mo Ran hoped that the embrace would not 
count against him. 


“You love me?” Chu Wanning asked. 


Mo Ran couldn’t read his tone. It didn’t sound afraid or angry. It was a little surprised, which 
Mo Ran found confusing. It wasn’t like Mo Ran had been subtle about his obscene greed for 
all of Chu Wanning... 


...Mo Ran belatedly concluded that it was probably sarcasm. 
“I know I’ve taken too much from you already,” he said hurriedly. “I won’t take anymore.” 


Suddenly, Chu Wanning shifted in Mo Ran’s arms. Mo Ran reflexively tightened his hold 
before remembering he had promised to respect Chu Wanning’s will. He loosened his hold 
expecting that Chu Wanning would move away from him. Instead, he felt Chu Wanning 
wriggle upwards slightly and then he felt Chu Wanning’s warm breath on his face. Mo Ran 
froze. Chu Wanning also hesitated. Then he gently pressed his lips against Mo Ran’s. 


Chu Wanning kissed Mo Ran, for perhaps the first time in their lives. 


Mo Ran hadn’t recovered before Chu Wanning wriggled back into his former position in Mo 
Ran’s arms, his face hidden from sight against Mo Ran’s inner robe. His shoulders were 
tense, and Mo Ran instinctively stroked his hair to coax him into relaxing. At some point, he 
regained the ability to speak. 


“Wanning, do you love me too?” he asked, stunned. 

“Wanning, I need to know, I...I don’t want to force anything that...” 

Chu Wanning took a deep breathe and then exhaled, as if irritated by Mo Ran’s idiocy. 
“You didn’t take anything from me,” he said simply. 


This time, Mo Ran understood the thing that Chu Wanning had been too shy to say before. 
He hugged him close. 


“T love you,” Mo Ran said breathlessly. Joyously. “Wanning. I love you. I always have.” 


“T love you too,” Chu Wanning said very quietly, muffled by Mo Ran’s inner robe. “I always 
have.” 


Mo Ran couldn’t help kissing him upon hearing those words. Chu Wanning allowed him to 
tilt his face up and willingly parted his lips and clumsily returned Mo Ran’s kiss. Mo Ran’s 
heart was about to beat out of his chest. His kiss was as greedy as ever, but it was particularly 
artless because Mo Ran was so overwhelmed and breathless with joy. It was surreal to know 
that he was kissing Chu Wanning, and that Chu Wanning was kissing him back. Mo Ran had 
dreamed of this without expecting that it would ever turn into a reality. 


Chu Wanning reminded him of the reality all too soon. He forcefully tapped Mo Ran’s 
shoulder and turned his head to the side. Mo Ran reluctantly let his lips go. 


“Wanning,” he whined against the edge of Chu Wanning’s jaw. 


Chu Wanning’s hand tightened in Mo Ran’s hair. Mo Ran shivered and ground against him. It 
had been too long since the two of them had had sex. Mo Ran wanted him so badly that his 
body ached and the friction against Chu Wanning’s legs offered very little relief. 


“Mo Ran, stop,” Chu Wanning said sharply. 


He sounded out of breath. Mo Ran enjoyed the sound of his voice like this very much. He 
savored every time Chu Wanning said his name like that. And so, it was very, very difficult to 
obey- but Mo Ran wanted to prove that he could be good. He obeyed. 


“Wanning,” Mo Ran pleaded. 

Chu Wanning shook his head slightly. 

“Liu-gong is next door!” 

“En, en. You’re right, he’s right there,” Mo Ran remembered. 


He was a little miffed that they really did have to stop. His hands kneaded absentmindedly in 
an attempt to relieve some of the newly built-up tension. Chu Wanning squirmed and swatted 
at Mo Ran’s hands. 


“Mo Ran,” he hissed. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to,” he said sincerely. 

Chu Wanning glared at him. 

“Move your hands. It’s time to sleep,” Chu Wanning decided. 


Mo Ran once again obeyed. The two of them returned to a more decent and comfortable 
sleeping position. Mo Ran couldn’t stop grinning as he dropped off to sleep. 
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The next morning didn’t look much different from the previous one, but to Mo Ran, 
everything had changed. Chu Wanning lay asleep in his arms not because he was accepting 
Mo Ran’s meager shelter, but because he loved Mo Ran. One of his arms was draped over the 
slight curve of his belly. It struck Mo Ran once again that Chu Wanning had chosen this life. 
He had fought and killed to be by Mo Ran’s side, to raise their baby together. 


Mo Ran wanted to kiss Chu Wanning again but he didn’t want to wake him from such 
peaceful sleep. He instead tried to carefully extricate himself. 


Chu Wanning opened his eyes as soon as Mo Ran took his arm off of him. 

“Mo Ran?” he asked. 

“Baobei, go back to sleep,” he urged. 

“It’s morning already,” he muttered. 

Mo Ran placed a kiss on the slight frown developing between Chu Wanning’s brows. 


“I have to go make breakfast,” he said. “P1 wake you when it’s ready.” 


Chu Wanning made a disgruntled noise. Mo Ran laughed a little and, when this produced an 
even crankier look, he dropped a kiss on Chu Wanning’s lips. Chu Wanning stilled. 


“Sleep. You’ve been waking up too early. You must be tired,” he said. 


Chu Wanning blinked at him. His lips parted, but he seemed too bleary to form words. Mo 
Ran took advantage of his momentary confusion to slide out of bed and tuck Chu Wanning 
back in. He kissed Chu Wanning again after he was done just because Chu Wanning looked 
cute. At this, Chu Wanning relented. He stayed obediently in bed, not emerging from the 
blankets until Mo Ran went back to get him with a bowl of congee. 


“No, take that back. I am not an invalid,” he grouched as he threw the blankets back. “I will 
eat at the table.” 


He couldn’t seem to repress a shiver at the cold morning air. Mo Ran set the bowl down on a 
table near the door so he could help Chu Wanning get dressed faster. 


They discussed the day’s plans with Liu-gong after they all shared breakfast. They had most 
of the necessary work already and had taken note of the things they needed to purchase. Mo 
Ran wanted to go down to the village to buy things himself while Liu-gong and Chu 
Wanning stayed safely in the cottage. 


“No,” Chu Wanning said. 
Mo Ran hadn’t expected any pushback to this plan. “Huh? Why not?” 


Chu Wanning folded his arms within his sleeves and gave Mo Ran a look. He seemed to 
think that his point was so obvious, that there was no need to say it. Mo Ran felt like a 15- 
year-old dummy of a disciple again. 


“Weren’t you just agreeing with me that we need to buy more supplies?” 


“Since you went through all that trouble to make it appear that you died,” Chu Wanning said. 
“You shouldn’t ruin it by going out in public so soon after your disappearance.” 


“No one will be looking for us. You said it yourself before we left. Anyway it’s not like those 
villagers would know what I look like.” 


“They might. You had portraits made of yourself.” 
“I did? When?” 


Chu Wanning didn’t answer. He looked annoyed all of a sudden. His lips were pressed tight 
and Mo Ran instinctively knew that it would not be a good idea to ask about the portraits. 
Instead, he turned to Liu-gong for help. Liu-gong had an awkward look on his face. He 
cleared his throat. 


“The...the Empress commissioned official portraits,” he said. 


Mo Ran winced. He had forgotten about that little project. The portraits had been made soon 
after his marriages to Song Qiutong and Chu Wanning. Of course, the portraits only depicted 
Taxian-Jun and his Empress, not his mysterious concubine. Mo Ran wouldn’t have let an 
artist see Chu Wanning’s face even if Song Qiutong had requested the privilege. Song 
Qiutong would have been delighted to present herself along with Emperor Taxian-Jun as the 
picture of newlywed marital felicity. Never mind that Mo Ran hadn’t been able to tolerate her 
company long enough for them to actually pose for the portraits together, let alone perform 
the sort of conjugal harmony that Song Qiutong wished to display to the world. The problem 
was that Taxian-Jun had wished to display that conjugal felicity to Chu-fei. 


“Chu-fe1” was evidently remembering this now. His expression was cold and disdainful. 


“Liu-gong and I will go to the market,” Chu Wanning said with finality. “You will stay here 
and cook.” 


With that, he rose to his feet and strode towards his coat. 

“Wait,” Mo Ran pleaded. 

Chu Wanning ignored him. Liu-gong, however, cleared his throat. 
“If I may make a suggestion,” he said. 

Chu Wanning paused. 


“Chu-zongshi is right to be cautious. We do not know yet whether anyone is looking for the 
Emperor.” 


Mo Ran couldn’t help but feel betrayed. He gave Liu-gong a reproachful look behind Chu 
Wanning’s back. 


Liu-gong continued speaking, “And we do not know whether anyone is looking for Chu- 
zongshi either. It is best if I go alone.” 


Chu Wanning turned to him impatiently. 
“Why would anyone look for me? Let’s go. We are wasting time talking.” 
Liu-gong hesitated. He replied, quietly, ““Taxue Palace would look for you.” 


Chu Wanning faltered. The cold look on his face flickered with uncertainty. Liu-gong had not 
named Xue Meng, but all three of them knew that by ‘Taxue Palace,’ Liu-gong meant Xue 
Meng. 


“He...they think that I am dead,” Chu Wanning said. 


“Even if they believe that Taxian-Jun and Chu-fei are dead,” Liu-gong said, “They would 
have no reason to think that Chu-fei and Chu-zongshi are the same person.” 


Chu Wanning shook his head and argued, “What I mean is that, after all these years...” 


“Liu-gong is right,” Mo Ran interrupted. 


Chu Wanning didn’t dignify Mo Ran’s input with a reply. His face was set with irritation and 
impatient disbelief. He hadn’t looked at Mo Ran once since the mention of the portraits, and 
it was setting Mo Ran on edge. He had gotten too accustomed to being the center of Chu 
Wanning’s attention over the years. 


“I’m not just saying that,” Mo Ran insisted. Then he tried to calm his voice. “Xue Meng 
doesn’t believe you are dead. Last time we fought, he demanded that I release you.” 


Chu Wanning finally looked at him. But, rather than relief, Mo Ran felt immediate regret 
over having spoken. Chu Wanning’s expression was tinged with pain as he tried to determine 
whether Mo Ran was telling the truth. Mo Ran kept his mouth shut. He wished he could stop 
hurting Chu Wanning. If he could only go a single day without inflicting pain on Chu 
Wanning, that would be a far greater victory than any he had accomplished so far. 


Liu-gong broke the silence that had descended upon their cottage. 
“I think it is best if I go alone,” he said firmly. 


Chu Wanning moved his gaze from Mo Ran’s. Mo Ran took a deep breath and tried to sort 
out his thoughts so he could reply to Liu-gong. 


“How can you go down the mountain by yourself?” Chu Wanning asked. 


“Mo-gongzi can carry me down the mountain on his sword. We will agree on a time and 
place for him to meet me after. Even if the villagers see him flying, they will not be able to 
see his face.” 


Chu Wanning hesitated. Mo Ran knew he didn’t like the idea of sending someone else to face 
danger while he stayed safely at home. However, Liu-gong was unlikely to be in any danger 
unless someone recognized Mo Ran or Chu Wanning while Liu-gong was in their company. 


“What a good plan!” Mo Ran said, “And if anyone asks, you can just say I’m some cultivator 
training in the mountain.” 


Chu Wanning silently relented after that. They discussed the more important purchases Liu- 
gong would make. Then Mo Ran and Liu-gong were on their way down the mountain. 


Mo Ran waited until they were out of sight of the cottage. 
“The portraits...” 


“Your Majesty- Mo-gongzi wishes to know more about the circumstances surrounding the 
portraits?” Liu-gong asked in almost a rush. 


It was like he had been hoping Mo Ran would ask. 


“En,” Mo Ran confirmed. 


“After the portraits were completed, the Empress had a copy sent to Red Lotus Pavilion for 
Chu-fei’s opinion.” 


Mo Ran nodded. It was exactly the kind of petty nonsense that Song Qiutong loved. 


“Chu-zongshi declined to respond to the Empress. After a while, the Empress wrote to 
express her concern that she had offended Chu-fei somehow. She explained that the reason 
Chu-fei was not included was that you had refused to commission a portrait of anyone except 
yourself and the Empress. She described the important distinction between the role of 
empress and the role of a concubine. She then offered to attempt to persuade you to 
commission a portrait of Chu-fei to display along with the portrait of the two of you.” 


Mo Ran massaged his temples. What a pain that woman was. He wondered, not the first time, 
why he had married her. He found amusing on the best of days. Most days she was just 
irritating. Whatever benefit he imagined from marrying her— Then he remembered. He had 
married her because she looked a little like Shi Mei, the subject of his infatuation curse. Hua 
Binan had managed to fuck him and Chu Wanning over even in this small regard. 


Mo Ran sighed. “I ordered her not to communicate with Red Lotus Pavilion.” 


“The Empress managed to blackmail or bribe a few servants,” Liu-gong said. “None of them 
were officially assigned to Red Lotus Pavilion. They just had the ability to send notes to Chu- 
zongshi.” 


Mo Ran didn’t have to ask why Chu Wanning never reported these servants. He knew that 
Taxian-Jun would have had the servants tortured to death for the crime of carrying out their 
Empress’ wishes. Meanwhile, the Empress herself would remain untouched. 


“What else did she do?” Mo Ran asked instead. 


Liu-gong didn’t respond right away. He frowned momentarily as if he were a little surprised, 
or perhaps disappointed. 


Mo Ran understood after a moment. Liu-gong wasn’t telling Mo Ran these things to fuel his 
righteous anger against someone who wasn’t in their lives anymore. Song Qiutong hadn’t 
been responsible for making her an empress and Chu Wanning a concubine. Song Qiutong 
hadn’t been the only one taunting Chu Wanning about how insignificant he was to Mo Ran. 
Song Qiutong hadn’t been the one tormenting Chu Wanning day after day. Liu-gong was 
telling Mo Ran what he knew because he wanted Mo Ran to understand what he had done. 
He hoped that Mo Ran would take responsibility for the pain he’d inflicted, or allowed to be 
inflicted, on Chu Wanning. 


“I’m not asking because I want to go out and get revenge,” Mo Ran reassured him. “I want to 
know what lies she told him, so I can tell him the truth.” 


Liu-gong nodded. He seemed to consider his words before saying, ““Chu-zongshi never cared 

what the Empress said. He read her messages because he found out that the Empress severely 
punished servants who failed to deliver them. He would send her something back to prove the 
servants had succeeded and then never speak of the messages again.” 


“...but he believed them,” Mo Ran noted. 


Mo Ran wasn’t sure he entirely agreed with Liu-gong’s assessment that Chu Wanning didn’t 
care. Of course, Chu Wanning was above petty squabbling. But her words had clearly hurt 
him. Or rather, they had reminded him of the ways Mo Ran had hurt him. Chu Wanning 
could not have been hurt by Song Qiutong’s words if he didn’t believe them, and he only 
believed them because Mo Ran told him that they were true. 


“Chu-zongshi asked before,” Liu-gong said slowly “whether the Empress had been pregnant 
before. When I said she had not been, he asked whether the physicians knew the cause of her 
infertility. He seemed worried that someone was poisoning her to prevent you from having an 
heir.” 


Ah. It turned out there were still many things left to clarify between them. Mo Ran would 
have to undo nearly a decade of lies. 


“Thank you,” Mo Ran said. 

Liu-gong didn’t reply. Mo Ran knew that Liu-gong sincerely cared about him. He also cared 
about Chu Wanning. This was the reason Taxian-Jun had assigned him to serve Chu Wanning 
in Taxian-Jun’s absence. 

“What time will we meet again?” 

“At sunset,” Liu-gong said. 

“En?” That seemed a long time to Mo Ran. 

“Yes, at sunset,” Liu-gong said mildly. “There is much that needs to be done.” 

Mo Ran understood. He nodded. 


Chu Wanning was sitting in their bedroom stroking his belly when Mo Ran returned. He was 
frowning, but it seemed to be out of worry rather than annoyance. He met Mo Ran’s eyes 
immediately when Mo Ran came in. There was some relief in his expression. 


“What’s wrong?” Mo Ran asked. 


“Nothing’s wrong,” Chu Wanning said. He seemed to hesitate before asking, “When do you 
need to go to pick up Liu-gong?” 


“Not until sunset,” Mo Ran said. 
Chu Wanning nodded. “There’s something I want to discuss with you.” 
“En. Me too.” 


Mo Ran walked across the room to sit on the bed facing his husband. 


“Wanning, there’s something I have to say,” he announced. 


Chu Wanning looked at him and waited. Mo Ran opened his mouth to speak, but, looking at 
Chu Wanning’s beautiful, composed face, he suddenly felt unbearably clumsy. It was one 
thing to confess his love in the dark, with Chu Wanning’s body tucked securely against his 
chest. It was another thing to face Chu Wanning in the morning light, splendid as an immortal 
in his white robes and unwavering phoenix eyes. 


“...Go on,” Chu Wanning prompted. 
“I will, it’s just...I was thinking of what to say on the entire flight back, and I...” 


He realized that his words were unworthy of the person before him. Chu Wanning deserved 
eloquence and beauty, not Mo Ran’s illiterate ramblings. 


Chu Wanning was losing his patience, however. His gaze grew chilly. 
“There’s no need to say anything.” 


“No, there is! I just... Ahhh!!!” Mo Ran said in some desperation, grabbing one of Chu 
Wanning’s hands. “Wanning, I love you.” 


Chu Wanning lowered his lashes. “You already told me that.” 


“Yes, but, I love only you. I never cared about Song Qiutong. I tolerated her because she 
reminded me of— of that fucking—” Mo Ran gritted his teeth against profanity. Complaining 
wasn’t the point. Reassuring Chu Wanning was the point. “It was all the stupid curse. You are 
the only person I’ve ever—” 


Chu Wanning put up a hand to stop him. 
“There’s no need to say anything,” he repeated. 


“There is! I need to set the record straight. I married Song Qiutong and made her Empress 
because I wanted to marry you, but I didn’t want you to know how much I liked you. I didn’t 
have any children with her because I didn’t want to have children with her. Only with you. 
You can ask Liu-gong if you don’t believe me. I always thought of you as my main—” 


“Mo Ran,” Chu Wanning interrupted, mercifully preventing Mo Ran from calling him his 
‘wife’. “I believe you.” 


Mo Ran clutched Chu Wanning’s hand and looked at his face to check whether he truly had 
been forgiven. Chu Wanning’s cheeks were flushed pink. 


Chu Wanning repeated, more quietly and more warmly, “I believe you.” 


Mo Ran exhaled and happily reached forward to kiss Chu Wanning. Just like last night, Chu 
Wanning obligingly tilted his head and allowed Mo Ran to draw him into his arms. Just like 
last night, he was the one to break the kiss when Mo Ran got greedy. 


“Liu-gong isn’t here anymore,” Mo Ran whispered against his ear. “Let me show you how 
much I like you.” 


Chu Wanning shivered. The hand he’d placed on Mo Ran’s chest grew tentative, as if he were 
considering Mo Ran’s offer. But then he shook his head forcefully and slid off of Mo Ran’s 
lap. Mo Ran let Chu Wanning go with reluctance verging on grief. 


Neither of them spoke as they caught their breaths. Mo Ran was attempting to not stare at 
Chu Wanning’s lips or the drape of his robes lest he lose control and start pawing at him 
again, so he noticed for the first time that there were two strange items on the bed next to 
them: A dried lotus leaf and a small, roughly-woven basket filled with herbs. 


“What’s that?” Mo Ran asked. 
“A gift from the forest spirits. They left it outside our bedroom window last night.” 
“Oh?” Mo Ran asked in some alarm. 


He did not know if he trusted these forest spirits. He certainly didn’t like the thought of then 
peering in at him and Chu Wanning as they slept. 


“En. It’s what I wanted to discuss.” 


Chu Wanning calmly handed him the dried lotus leaf. There was a note was scrawled on it in 
childish calligraphy. 


‘A present for the health of the Divine Wood Immortal and the seedling’ 
Mo Ran stared. 


“Why are they calling our baby a seedling?” he blurted. 


“T do not know,” Chu Wanning finally said. “They are forest spirits. Perhaps that is what they 
call their young.” 


“You're probably right,” Mo Ran said, slightly embarrassed. 


Of course the weird name for their child wasn’t the thing that worried Chu Wanning. Clearly 
the blood in Mo Ran’s body had not made it back to his brain yet. He went back to inspecting 
the note in hopes of finding whatever it was that had troubled his husband. Chu Wanning 
interrupted, however. 


“T also do not know why you think they’re referring to me with the title ‘Divine Wood 
Immortal,’” he said, raising a brow in a silent question. 


“I just assumed. You’re the only one they know from before...anyway, isn’t Jiuge forged 
from Divine Wood?” 


Chu Wanning looked at him thoughtfully. 
“How do you know?” Chu Wanning asked. 


“I did some research back at Wushan Palace while you were recovering from your fever. I 
wanted to know how you had managed to summon Jiuge without your spiritual core.” 


“Did you figure it out?” 


“No,” Mo Ran admitted, feeling like a dummy disciple again. “I think you have an affinity 
for wood element weapons, but that wouldn’t be enough to let you summon it without 
spiritual energy of your own. Unless you altered Jiuge before I destroyed your spiritual core 
so that it could store your spiritual energy...which, it has to, right? Or else it couldn’t store 
the spiritual energy you used to kill Hua Binan...” 


Mo Ran faltered in the face of Chu Wanning’s displeased frown. 
But Chu Wanning only commented, “I was the one who destroyed my spiritual core.” 
Before Mo Ran could argue, Chu Wanning took the lotus leaf from him. 


“We will have to ask the forest spirits directly. There’s something strange about the herbs 
they gave us too.” 


Mo Ran looked at the basket of herbs. They were all neatly gathered and separated from other 
types of herbs using leaf wrappings. He didn’t recognize most of them. 


“We should probably get rid of them just to be safe. I don’t think you should be eating 
mysterious plants,” Mo Ran said. 


He wanted to take the basket and take it outside immediately in case they were poisonous to 
inhale, but Chu Wanning stopped his hand. 


“I know what they are,” he said, sounding offended. “They are all rare and valuable 
medicinal herbs. We shouldn’t waste them.” 


Mo Ran gave the basket a doubtful look. Chu Wanning narrowed his eyes. 
“Would you like a lesson in medicine?” 


Mo Ran knew that there was not a ‘correct’ answer to that. Instead, he asked, “What is it that 
is strange about them, then?” 


Chu Wanning seemed to forget his pique over Mo Ran’s low estimation of his knowledge. 
His brow smoothed as he considered his response. It was strange: He was quick to grow 
annoyed, or at least look annoyed, but he seemed just as quick to forgive Mo Ran. But this 
had apparently been his way all along. Despite his prickly outward demeanor, Chu Wanning 


loved Mo Ran. He had always loved him. Mo Ran felt warm affection rise in his heart at the 
thought. 


“Some of these herbs do not grow on this mountain,” Chu Wanning explained. 
Mo Ran waited, but Chu Wanning did not elaborate. 
He prompted, “So?” 


“T do not know how the forest spirits obtained them,” he said carefully, frowning in worry, 
“but they must have gone to some trouble.” 


He went back to stroking his belly, and Mo Ran understood. Chu Wanning feared that the 
forest spirits has sensed something amiss with the pregnancy. With their child. Mo Ran’s 
heart jumped in anxiety, but he tried not to let his alarm show on his face. He did not want to 
add to Chu Wanning’s worry. He put his arm around Chu Wanning and gently stroked his 
back. 


“You said we could ask the forest spirits directly,” Mo Ran remembered. 
Chu Wanning nodded. 
“How do we do that?” 


“T am not sure,” Chu Wanning admitted. “My master forbade me from speaking to them, so I 
have never attempted to summon them before.” 


Mo Ran considered the matter as he rubbed Chu Wanning’s back. “Why don’t we just yell for 
them?” 


“Mo Ran.” 
“I’m serious,” Mo Ran insisted. 


Chu Wanning shook his head and rose to his feet. “I will write them a note and leave it in the 
same place I found their gift. Since they knew how to write this note, they probably know 
how to read.” 


“Tt can’t hurt to try both,” Mo Ran pointed out. 
Chu Wanning raised a brow. “You're free to try.” 


He probably meant it as a sort of dare. Mo Ran didn’t hesitate. He went to the window and 
called out as loudly as he could. 

“Hey! Hey forest spirits! The Divine Wood Immortal wants to talk to you!” 

He listened for a moment in case there was any movement among the trees. Then he turned to 


grin at his husband. Chu Wanning had pressed his lips together in an attempt to look 
unimpressed, but the corners were twitching in a suspicious manner. It appeared that Chu- 


zongshi found him amusing. Maybe even charming. Mo Ran bounded over to him cheerfully. 
He probably looked like a mutt with a wagging tail, but Mo Ran was too happy to care. 


“There. If that doesn’t work, we’ll have your note. Now we just have to wait until the forest 
spirits get here.” 


The forest spirits did not appear to have heard: At least, they made no immediate response. 
Chu Wanning left the forest spirits a note as planned and the two of them began to perform 
their separate duties. Mo Ran had thought up a list of tasks that would hopefully hold his 
attention and were not physically strenuous. He checked in on Chu Wanning from time to 
time to make sure Chu Wanning didn’t stray from this list. 


Mo Ran forgot all about his half-joking convocation as the day wore on. He thought that Chu 
Wanning was right, and that they would have to wait at least until nightfall for the forest 
spirits to read Chu Wanning’s note. His thoughts turned to whether he should start making 
dinner with the things they had on hand, or whether he should wait for Liu-gong’s return 
from the village with fresh cooking supplies. 


Mo Ran stuck his head in the library, where Chu Wanning was researching which kinds of 
foodstuffs they could grow on the mountain. 


“Wanning, I’m going to the river to get water for bathing,” he called. 
“En,” Chu Wanning responded inattentively. 


He had gotten used to Mo Ran looking in on him on slight excuses. This time, he didn’t even 
look up from his book. Mo Ran watched him for a little while and then blew him a kiss. Chu 
Wanning somehow saw and immediately raised his head. 


“Mo Ran!” 

“One for you...” he repeated the gesture, “and one for the little prince.” 
“Shameless!” Chu Wanning admonished, flushing red. 

Mo Ran laughed. “What’s there to be ashamed of?” 
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Mo Ran grinned at Chu Wanning’s flushed face and his unwillingness to meet Mo Ran’s 
eyes, and then he considered the vehemence of Chu Wanning’s reprimand. He paused. He 
swallowed. 


“We’re all alone for a few hours, you know,” he said, careful to keep his voice teasing. 
“We have work to do,” Chu Wanning said. 


This was not, Mo Ran realized, a ‘no’. Chu Wanning’s voice was stern. It was not horrified 
Or angry. Or afraid. 


He took the risk of asking, still in that teasing tone, “Are you sure you want me to go?” 


Chu Wanning glared at him, blushing fiercely. He kept the book raised between them as he 
replied. 


“Yes; I would like to bathe tonight. So will you, after all the day’s work.” 


Mo Ran laughingly agreed and left the house. But he couldn’t help noticing that Chu 
Wanning had avoided a straightforward answer. Thinking back, this morning’s refusal, too, 
had been business-like: There had been something important he wanted to discuss with Mo 
Ran. Maybe, if there hadn’t been something important to talk about, he would have said yes. 
The thought took Mo Ran’s breath away. Also his ability to think about much else. 


Mo Ran was therefore slow to complete his work and return to the house. He was also slow 
to go speak to Chu Wanning again, wanting to be composed and in control of himself before 
he faced him again. 


“Wanning,” Mo Ran called when he finally opened the library door. 
He froze at the entrance. 

“Mo Ran,” Chu Wanning said quietly. 

“...The yelling worked?” Mo Ran blurted. 


Chu Wanning ignored this. He turned to the assembled forest spirits and said, “This is Mo- 
gongzi. He is my...he is the father of my child.” 


The assembled forest spirits bowed and murmured greetings. Mo Ran responded politely, and 
then turned to Chu Wanning intending to silently scream, “What the hell?” at him with his 
eyes. But then he got a good look at Chu Wanning’s face. 


Mo Ran went to his side immediately. 
“What’s wrong? Is our baby—” 
“Our baby is fine,” Chu Wanning said. 


He spoke with certainty, but his face was pale. His eyes had a frighteningly lost look to them. 
Mo Ran gripped his hand. Chu Wanning turned to the forest spirits. 


“You may go. Thank you for helping us.” 


The forest spirits tittered and danced in joy at being thanked. They then obediently left the 
room, and soon they were alone again. Mo Ran pulled Chu Wanning into his arms. 


“Baobei,” he murmured next to Chu Wannig’s ear, “What did they tell you?” 


Chu Wanning drew in a ragged breath. He wrapped his arms around Mo Ran. 


“T asked they why they called me the Divine Wood Immortal.” 
Mo Ran hesitated and then asked, “Why do they call you that?” 


Chu Wanning told him. His voice never wavered or broke. He told Mo Ran the truth 
dispassionately. As if he were teaching his disciple some historical tale. But his arms 
remained tight around Mo Ran, as if he feared being torn away. 


They were both quiet once he was done speaking. Mo Ran was not sure what to say to 
comfort his beloved. He only broke the silence once he realized Chu Wanning was waiting 
for his reaction. 


“But you’re okay, right? Our baby is also okay,” he said. “It doesn’t matter.” 
Chu Wanning exhaled. Not in relief, but in weary frustration. 
“It doesn’t matter that, because of me, our child won’t be human?” 


Mo Ran thought it over. He then unwound one arm from around Chu Wanning and lifted Chu 
Wanning’s chin so he could look him in the eyes. 


“You are human in all the ways that matter,” he said firmly “Our child will be too.” 


Chu Wanning searched Mo Ran’s gaze. Mo Ran looked at him steadily and hoped that Chu 
Wanning would see his sincerity. Chu Wanning seemed to struggle internally before he 
sighed and closed his eyes. 


“T should have known,” he said in nearly a whisper. 

Mo Ran blinked. This seemed to him an inexplicable conclusion. 
“How could you have known?” 

“It’s why I have an affinity with Jiuge,” Chu Wanning said. 


Mo Ran had a feeling this wasn’t his complete answer, but he set that to the side for now. He 
seized upon the opportunity Chu Wanning created to offer him some comfort. 


“Yeah, and your affinity with Jiuge is the reason our child is alive. Only the ‘Divine Wood 
Immortal’ could have saved him.” 


Chu Wanning paused at that, and seemed to relax a little. Mo Ran kissed his forehead. 
“But this creates other problems,” Chu Wanning muttered after some time. 

“Like what?” 

“T am not sure that a wet nurse could feed him,” Chu Wanning explained. 


“Oh,” Mo Ran said. 


He was ashamed to recognize that he had not given much thought to how to feed their 
newborn baby. He had put all his efforts into ensuring the baby would come to be, and then 
imagining him as a child playing and growing by their sides. He hadn’t thought about the 
fragile stages in between. Mo Ran glanced at Chu Wanning’s chest without quite intending to 
do so, and then hastily returned his gaze to Chu Wanning’s face. Chu Wanning pursed his 
lips, embarrassed and annoyed at himself for being embarrassed. There had been a softening 
of his chest after the childbearing pill took effect. Mo Ran had kept track of that particular 
change with obscene enthusiasm. 


“I would if I could,” Chu Wanning said shortly. 
“... Then what’s the problem?” 
“We don’t know what will happen. My body is weak. Childbirth is dangerous.” 


Mo Ran had always admired Chu Wanning’s figure; The tapering of his shoulders to the 
small waist and the narrow hips. Too narrow, Mo Ran suddenly feared. The childbearing pill 
had changed Chu Wanning’s body enough to let him bear a pregnancy. It had not dramatically 
changed his silhouette. Mo Ran had not thought before about implications for the risk to Chu 
Wanning’s life, but Chu Wanning had likely thought of this from the start. He had known that 
pregnancy could very likely to end in death for him. And he had killed Hua Binan for 
attempting to save him from this fate. 


Mo Ran realized anew how selfish and cruel he had been to force this on Chu Wanning. He 
couldn’t blame Chu Wanning for not mentioning this before: Mo Ran should have known. He 
should have wondered and thought about it before. Perhaps Chu Wanning believed that Mo 
Ran had thought about it, and that he had already made his choice. Mo Ran remembered that 
first conversation the two of them had had after the Eight-Sufferings-Long-Hatred flower 
curse has been broken. Mo Ran had begged him to keep the baby, and Chu Wanning had 
scornfully told him, ‘It’s my child. No matter what, I will keep them safe.’ 


No matter what. 


Mo Ran shuddered. If that was what Chu Wanning thought, then he was wrong. Mo Ran had 
not made that choice. He could not make that choice. He held Chu Wanning closer. 


“What do we do?” he asked desperately. “I don’t just mean the baby. I can’t lose you, either.” 


Chu Wanning seemed taken aback by the fear in Mo Ran’s voice. It made Mo Ran squirm 
with guilt. Even though he knew now that Mo Ran loved him, he was clearly not used to 
hearing that Mo Ran cared about him and his survival. 


“We have to find a way,” Mo Ran begged. “Maybe the forest spirits know how to make it 
safer for you. Let’s call them back and ask.” 


“I don’t think they would know,” Chu Wanning said slowly. “They are forest spirits, not 
medicine gods. But I have an idea.” 


He released Mo Ran and walked over to the table where he’d spread out his Holy Night 
Guardian blueprints. Mo Ran followed. He was confused as Chu Wanning rifled through the 
pages, until Chu Wanning found the page he needed. Mo Ran examined it and figured out 
that it was a schematic for an artificial spiritual core. Chu Wanning had begun sketching on a 
blank page while Mo Ran read. The overall shape of the new drawing looked similar, but Mo 
Ran could see that it was intended to be much simpler in design. 


“I don’t understand,” Mo Ran admitted. 


“The Holy Night Guardians needed a way to gather and store spiritual energy in order to fight 
evil spirits. I learned how to create artificial spiritual cores for that purpose.” 


Mo Ran frowned. “Just because your body was carved from Divine Wood doesn’t mean it’s 
anything like a Holy Night Guardian. Holy Night Guardians don’t bleed when you cut them 
open.” 


“T will not need any physical procedure to place it in my body. Jiuge manifests from my 
essence.” 


“But...how will you make Jiuge change its form? Will you cut off a piece and reforge it?” 


Mo Ran knew that holy weapons could and sometimes did change their forms according to 
their masters’ will: Swords could change size and proportions. Holy weapons were also 
capable of unusual powers, like Tianwen’s ability to compel truth. But the change that Chu 
Waning was proposing was beyond anything that Mo Ran had ever heard. Just because Jiuge 
could store spiritual energy did not mean it could become a spiritual core. 


“There is no need. When my spiritual core imploded, its pieces remained in my body. I will 
simply bind Jiuge’s essence to them and it will take the proper form. Then I can cultivate it 
into a spiritual core,” he said calmly. 


Mo Ran had never heard of such a thing. He knew Chu Wanning had earned his ‘zongshi’ 
title through the brilliance of his inventions as well as his unimpeachable character, but the 
restoration of a spiritual core was unprecedented. 


“Wanning,” he pleaded, “Isn’t this too risky?” 


Chu Wanning looked at him. For the first time since he began speaking of his plan, his 
expression showed some doubt. Then something shifted in his eyes. He lowered his lashes 
and turned his face away slightly, and Mo Ran immediately recognized the gesture as one 
Chu-fei had often made in resignation. 


Mo Ran realized that Chu Wanning wanted to do this very badly. Of course he did. If his plan 
worked, then Chu Wanning’s body would regain its strength and resilience. There would be 
no need to worry that having their child would kill him. And then he could be sure to be there 
to raise their child together. He wouldn’t be bedridden by illness every winter. He could 
regain the power and grace that he had cultivated so magnificently before Mo Ran took it all 
away from him. He would no longer depend on Mo Ran and Liu-gong to care for him. 


And if the plan failed, Chu Wanning could die. Mo Ran could see that Chu Wanning was less 
afraid of this option than the possible alternative; a slow death for himself and an even slower 
one for his child. 


“But this is what you want,” he noted. 


Chu Wanning turned back to look at him cautiously and said nothing. This was a 
confirmation. Mo Ran swallowed. He was very afraid. But he had made the choice that had 
brought them here. If reforging Jiuge into a new spiritual core was risky, it had also been 
risky to force Chu Wanning to take the childbearing pill. Mo Ran had pleaded for a way to 
protect them. Chu Wanning had come up with his own method. The only question was 
whether Mo Ran would stand in Chu Wanning’s way or help him. 


Mo Ran took a deep breath. “Then you should do it.” 


Chu Wanning blinked and stared at him in almost disbelief. Mo Ran smiled at him and 
brushed a lock of hair from his face. 


“Shizun will have to teach his dumb disciple how to help him, though.” 


Chu Wanning blushed under Mo Ran’s adoring gaze. He didn’t look away, to Mo Ran’s 
delight. 


“You’re not dumb,” he muttered. 

“Fine, I’m not dumb. Clearly I chose the best wife. My wife is so smart. So beautiful.” 
Chu Wanning smacked Mo Ran’s hand away and leapt to his feet. 

“Shameless!” he admonished, blushing furiously. 


“Wanning, don’t go! We have work to do!” 
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Mo Ran’s suffering ended on a day he decided to make pastries. 


Mo Ran was focusing on the delicate work of shaping the dough. Chu Wanning was sitting 
nearby alternating between reading a book and sneaking glances at him when he thought Mo 
Ran wasn’t looking. Mo Ran valiantly held off on teasing him over being greedy until the 
pastries had begun baking. 


“There, there. Almost done! I promise they will be worth the wait,” he said, wiping his hands 
clean. 


“Did you hear me rushing you?” Chu Wanning asked coolly. 

That cool, lofty note was such a provocation. Mo Ran couldn’t resist walking over to him. 
“You didn’t have to speak, when you were throwing me all those looks.” 

Chu Wanning lowered his lashes. “I... was not...” 

“Hm?” Mo Ran lowered his face closer as if he couldn’t hear clearly. 


Chu Wanning shifted in response, turning his face to the side. Mo Ran couldn’t help but 
notice that he didn’t move away from Mo Ran’s looming body, though. He had hastily set the 
book aside one-handed and now his hands were lying against the table Something hot flared 
within Mo Ran as he noticed these little details. He had only meant to tease him, but Mo Ran 
could never be lighthearted about Chu Wanning. 


“You weren’t looking at me?” Mo Ran pressed. 
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Mo Ran grinned to see a blush begin to rise along Chu Wanning’s cheeks. Chu Wanning must 
have seen the grin out of the corner of his eyes, because he turned back to glare at him. And 
that stopped the breath in Mo Ran’s chest, because that defiant, blushing expression was so 
very familiar. Mo Ran stared, and forced himself not to lunge forward to bite Chu Wanning’s 
lower lip or to bear him down onto the floor. He breathed very carefully, had almost gained 
control of himself when Chu Wanning’s glare briefly flickered to Mo Ran’s lips. 


“Wanning,” he warned in a low voice. 


He made himself stop, with an effort. Teasing. He was only teasing Chu Wanning about the 
pastries. 


“What?” Chu Wanning snapped. 
“So impatient,” Mo Ran said. 
It was supposed to have been a teasing comment. It sounded like another warning. 


“If you would just get on with it,” Chu Wanning began, annoyed, before pressing his lips 
together as it to stop any more words from escaping 


“Huh?” Mo Ran asked. 


The annoyed words didn’t make sense....If they had been about pastries. Mo Ran caught onto 
the idea that maybe, the reason Chu Wanning was impatient wasn’t eating parties. 


He was barely in time: His dumb blurted question had pushed Chu Wanning over the edge. 
He shifted on the table. This time, it was to stabilize himself so he could shove Mo Ran away. 
Mo Ran didn’t let him. He caught the hand shoving against his chest and tugged it over his 
own shoulder, using his other arm to pull Chu Wanning against him by the waist. He kissed 
Chu Wanning and then gave his lip a light bite before drawing slightly away to check Chu 
Wanning’s reaction. Chu Wanning had closed his eyes. He opened them at Mo Ran’s pause, 
and then he glared indignantly. 


Mo Ran laughed a little, breathlessly. Chu Wanning leaned in to bite Mo Ran’s lip in a 
vengeful fury, and Mo Ran felt lightheaded from the immediate, urgent arousal. He 
remembered to be careful as he picked Chu Wanning up. It was a struggle to spare any 
attention to walking them to their bedroom. But they got there, somehow. Mo Ran wanted to 
place Chu Wanning carefully on the bed but Chu Wanning was clinging too close to him and 
they ended up falling in, tangled as much by their trembling limbs as by their layers of robes. 


Mo Ran hadn’t known how being with Chu Wanning could get any better. He realized how 
stupid he’d been even before their clothes had come off. He kissed Chu Wanning and Chu 
Wanning’s lips parted. He touched every part of Chu Wanning and every part of Chu 
Wanning seemed to welcome him. He cried out “Baobei” and heard Chu Wanning gasp his 
name. He hadn’t known what it would be like to feel Chu Wanning shudder and know that it 
was out of pleasure instead of revulsion. He hadn’t known what it was like to make love with 
someone who loved him back. 


Afterwards, spent beyond anything he’d ever experienced, Mo Ran could only hold Chu 
Wanning to his chest while his mind reassembled itself. Chu Wanning didn’t move a muscle 
either. 

“Stop saying that,” Chu Wanning complained sleepily. 


Mo Ran realized he’d been babbling. He shut his mouth. Afterwards there was only the 
sound of panting. 


“That was...so good,” he said stupidly. 

“Didn’t I tell you...” Chu Wanning sighed, seeming too exhausted to scold Mo Ran. 
After a long while, though, he seemed to grow curious. 

“Did you really...?” 

“Hm?” 

“Nothing.” 


His hasty reply caught Mo Ran’s attention. It was weird to do anything hastily at this 
moment. 


“Did I really what?” 

“Nothing,” he repeated with some irritation. 

“Baobei,” he coaxed. “Wanning.” 

Mo Ran desperately tried to get his brain working again. 

“Did I really...think it was good? Is that what you were asking?” 
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“Wanning.” 
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Mo Ran didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He tipped Chu Wanning’s chin up with one 
hand and kept him in place with his other arm. 


“Did you think I was doing all of that out of, what, boredom?” He asked, half-laughing and 
half-exasperated. 


“Shut up,” Chu Wanning said, lowering his eyelashes and trying to turn his face away. “I 
didn’t know if...” 


“Wanning. Baobei,” Mo Ran pleaded. 


He then sighed. He had never been any good at words. He pulled Chu Wanning into a heated 
kiss until Chu Wanning drew away with a low whimper. 


“I love you and I want you. Only you. The curse never had anything to do with that. I just 
couldn’t believe you wanted me back. And it turns out you do. You have no idea how happy 
that makes me.” 
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Chu Wanning considered this for some time without meeting Mo Ran’s eyes. He couldn’t 
bring himself to say anything in the end, but the expression in his eyes when he met Mo 
Ran’s gaze again said everything. Mo Ran kissed him again, more gently. The two of them 
then rested in silence but for their breathing. 


They settled into their new lives watching and listening for the aftermath of their old lives. 


The villagers learned of Liu-gong’s scholarly talents. He spent most of his time nowadays in 
the village assisting the village chief and merchants with record-keeping, which meant he 
was ideally situated to hear news from across the cultivation world. Chu Wanning rarely 
cared unless it involved some major incident that affected innocents, but Mo Ran loved 
gossip. Liu-gong shared this gossip with Mo Ran over breakfast. 


Song Qiutong had tearfully explained the downfall of Taxian-Jun to the entire world after her 
rescue from the ruins of Wushan Palace: Taxian-Jun had entangled himself with a treacherous 
seductress whom the court knew only as Chu-fei. Taxian-Jun had doted upon Chu-fei day and 
night and had torn apart entire sects just so he could bring home treasures to please his 
concubine. But Chu-fei had betrayed him: She had had a secret affair with a guard from the 
palace. The two of them had conspired to assassinate the emperor while the emperor was 
barely out of his sickbed from a grave injury. The assassination had succeeded, but at a cost. 
Taxian-Jun had managed to claim two last lives with his deadly black sword before he had 
dropped it forever. No one had emerged from Red Lotus Pavilion alive that night. 


Mo Ran laughed out loud once Liu-gong had finished telling the story. 
“We should have hired her to make up our story,” he joked. 
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Chu Wanning gave him an unimpressed look, but after a while he seemingly couldn’t help 
but shake his head and comment. 


“She’s very clever. I suppose she thinks that will be enough to save her.” 


“Why wouldn’t it?” 


Chu Wanning frowned. “She has let the entire cultivation world know that she’s a Butterly- 
Boned Beauty Feast. It didn’t matter while she was under your protection, but now she is as 
their mercy.” 


Mo Ran was confused at first, wondering what this had to do with them. Chu Wanning 
wouldn’t look at him, however. 


“Wanning, are you...worried about her?” 
“Why would I care what happens to her?” Chu Wanning snapped. 


Mo Ran regarded him with affectionate bemusement. Song Qiutong was, among the people 
still living in the world, probably the one who least deserved Chu Wanning’s care. And yet 
Chu Wanning’s heart was such that he wondered about her fate and plainly wished for her to 
be spared from the worst. 


Liu-gong looked at them warmly and cleared his throat. “There is more than one reason her 
story has spread so far. Song Qiutong is currently at the center of a new scandal: Palace 
Master Ma of Taobao Villa has taken her into his household.” 


Chu Wanning glanced over at Mo Ran, who had raised his brows in a form of reluctant 
admiration. Mo Ran had underestimated her manipulative talents yet again. He wasn’t 
exactly pleased to know that she had found a way to survive the fall of Taxian-Jun’s empire. 
On the other hand, it was comforting that she had decided on a story that painted her as a 
pitiful, long-neglected widow. It would be in her best interest to stick to that story and to 
minimize her connection to Taxian-Jun if she wanted to keep her place by Palace Master Ma. 


“T know this idle gossip is of no interest to either Chu-zongshi or Mo-gongzi,” Liu-gong said 
placidly. “But given that the people of the mundane world are repeating her story, this news 
does come with a benefit: The villagers now believe that the Emperor is dead.” 


“Hmph. I suppose it is for the best, then,” Chu Wanning said. “The more tawdry a story, the 
better: People will want to believe it even if there is evidence to the contrary.” 


This, of course, made Mo Ran think about the evidence to the contrary. There were a handful 
of servants who knew that Chu-fei was Chu Wanning. There was the physician who knew 
that Chu Wanning had been pregnant. Their peace and safety depended on the kindness and 
discretion of these people. 


He knew better than to bring this up with Chu Wanning since the only way they could have 
ensured their silence was to have killed them when they left Wushan Palace. And so, he tried 
not to let his worry show. 


That evening, Chu Wanning quietly broke into his thoughts. 


“The danger is past. They won’t come looking for us now.” 


“Hm?” 


“You were right back then. Everyone wanted an excuse not to fight you. Song Qiutong gave 
them that excuse.” 


Mo Ran laughed a little to have been caught fretting. 


“Every sect leader is too busy defending their pieces of your empire to go looking for you. As 
for Xue Meng....” 


Chu Wanning had his back to Mo Ran, but Mo Ran could see the tension in Chu Wanning’s 
frame as he remembered his first disciple. Mo Ran got to his feet to go try to offer comfort. 
But before he got there, Chu Wanning sighed. 


“The best I can hope for him is that he forgets about me and moves on.” 


Mo Ran lightly embraced him from behind. He couldn’t think what to say to comfort him. He 
didn’t know if Xue Meng was capable of forgetting Chu Wanning. He didn’t know if it would 
benefit him even if he could. 


“He has Sisheng Peak again,” Chu Wanning continued “I hope that he will remember his 
father and dedicate himself to rebuilding their sect.” 


That was better than anything else Mo Ran imagined for him. Perhaps he hadn’t been able to 
see it before because he couldn’t imagine being in Xue Meng’s place. Mo Ran thought that if 
he himself had lost Chu Wanning, then he would never be able to rise from the ashes. 


He then remembered Xue Meng’s nickname from back when they were kids. The Son of the 
Phoenix, sometimes Little Phoenix. He smiled. 


“If he remembers your teachings as well as he remembered you, then he will,” Mo Ran said. 


Chu Wanning sighed again. Mo Ran knew that no further words could comfort him, so he set 
out to distract him. Mo Ran was lucky in this regard: The blueprints for the artificial spiritual 
core were spread out on the table in front of them. 


“I don’t see any fresh ink on these blueprints. Are they almost complete?” 
“They are complete.” 

Mo Ran was taken aback. 

“What? Complete? Why didn’t you say anything? We should celebrate!” 
Chu Wanning turned to look at him searchingly. Mo Ran grinned. 
“Chu-zongshi is truly awe-inspiring,” Mo Ran praised. 


Chu Wanning pursed his lips in his habitual protest to any kind of praise. But the distaste 
didn’t last. Mo Ran thought that Chu Wanning seemed pleasantly surprised. 


“What’s that expression for? Am I that bad a husband, that you think I wouldn’t want to share 
this joy with you?” 


“I didn’t think you would think it was an occasion for joy.” 

“Why not? Didn’t I say that I wanted you to do want you wanted?” 

Chu Wanning hesitated. “You seemed...scared.” 

Mo Ran smiled wryly. He couldn’t deny it now when he had been so obvious at the time. 


“I was scared before because I don’t understand...” he waved his hand at the blueprints. “... 
all of this. But I understand what could happen if you don’t do it. That scared me too.” 


Chu Wanning nodded, his expression serious. 


Mo Ran continued, “Anyways, what matters most is...I trust you. And I want you to feel 
good. I meant what I said before, about wanting you to do what you think is best. If you need 
my help with this, I'll do anything you ask.” 


Chu Wanning watched Mo Ran’s face, the shifts of his expression. Mo Ran looked him in the 
eyes and smiled. 


“T trust you,” he repeated. 
Chu Wanning took a deep breath and nodded. 
“Then, give me your hand,” he said. 


Mo Ran did so. He let his spiritual energy flow into Chu Wanning. Chu Wanning held out his 
other hand and it began to glow with golden light until a small item took shape. Mo Ran’s 
breath caught when he recognized the shape from the blueprints. 


“*..Chu-zongshi is truly awe-inspiring,” Mo Ran said once again. 
“T have an affinity with Jiuge. There was no difficulty in shaping it.” 
Mo Ran shook his head. “Chu-zongshi is too brilliant.” 


Chu Wanning ignored him. He focused on his task instead. The artificial spiritual core began 
glowing with golden light again until it dissolved into Chu Wanning’s body. Mo Ran felt a 
small but distinct shift in the flow of spiritual energy. Chu Wanning released his hand. 


Mo Ran was stunned. He had, of course, believed in Chu Wanning, but there was a difference 
between being certain that something would happen, and actually witnessing it. 


Chu Wanning seemed to be watching Mo Ran’s reaction. Mo Ran grinned at him. 


“As expected of Chu-zongshi. I was a dummy for forgetting that my husband’s a genius. P1 
have to work hard just to keep up with your cultivation from now on.” 


Chu Wanning seemed relieved. Instead of scoffing at Mo Ran’s praise, he finally smiled 
back. 


Mo Ran remembered that smile when he finally got to hold his child in his arms. Chu 
Wanning was bedridden from the birth but he was recovering well, and Mo Ran felt 
profoundly grateful that Chu Wanning had a spiritual core again to assist in that recovery. 


Chu Wanning’s smile had become more smug as he watched Mo Ran coo at their baby. Mo 
Ran thought that the smugness was entirely deserved. 


“You were amazing,” Mo Ran said, not for the first time. “So strong. So brave.” 
“Mn,” Chu Wanning agreed mildly. 


So that wasn’t the source of the smugness. Mo Ran brought their baby closer to Chu Wanning 
and leaned in to steal a kiss while he was at it. 


“Our baby is perfect,” he declared. 
“Yes,” Chu Wanning said seriously. 


His gaze was very soft and gentle when he looked at their baby. Mo Ran couldn’t get enough 
of it. The only reason he able to look away was that their baby was also the most beautiful 
creature to have ever existed. Mo Ran knew that every parent thought that, but no one else 
had ever had a child with Chu Wanning, so no one else had been right before. Liu-gong had 
agreed: He’d burst into tears when he first held their baby, so Mo Ran knew he was right. 


Mo Ran imagined how flustered Chu Wanning would get if he said this out loud. He didn’t 
want to kicked out of the room, however, so he kept his thoughts to himself and only grinned 
at his beloved person. 


Chu Wanning raised an eyebrow. 
“What nonsense are you thinking?” 


“Me? I’m only thinking about how beautiful you are. What about you? What’s that smile 
for?” 


Chu Wanning was only too happy to remind Mo Ran. 
“You were convinced our baby was going to be a boy.” 


Mo Ran stared, thought back to why they had begun referring to the baby as if it were going 
to be a boy, and finally remembered. He laughed. He had loved telling Chu-fei that the reason 
he’d gotten him pregnant was that he wanted an heir. Somehow he thought this rational 


explanation would obscure how very much Taxian-Jun wanted a child with Chu Wanning. 
Actually, he had often thought to himself that he hoped it was a girl so that he had a ready- 
made excuse to try for another child. 


Regardless, Mo Weiyu was not going to argue with the person who had just given birth to 
their child. 


“I was wrong,” he agreed. “But I’m not sorry I was wrong. She’s perfect.” 


Chu Wanning smiled down at their baby with the outmost gentleness and affection. Mo Ran 
mentally revised his ranking of the world’s beauties. With that smile on his face, Chu 
Wanning could be second to no other. 


Mo Ran couldn’t help but say quietly, “Wanning.” 


Chu Wanning turned that his gaze on Mo Ran. Mo Ran’s heart thumped in his chest. He 
couldn’t speak for a moment. 


“Mn?” Chu Wanning prompted. 


Mo Ran sought the words, but his vocabulary was too pathetic. After some struggle, he could 
only say, “I’m so happy.” 


Chu Wanning’s smile widened. Mo Ran’s heart thumped once more. 


“Me too,” he said. 


Chapter End Notes 


I couldn’t decide whether it was funnier if Chu Wanning let the pastries burn because he 
wanted sex more; or if Chu Wanning kicked Mo Ran out of bed mid-sex so Mo Ran 
could rescue the pastries. I’ll leave it up to reader imagination. 


(You may suspect that Chu-zongshi is using Pavlovian conditioning to train Mo Ran into 
making him more pastries, but you’d be wrong.....He’s using operant conditioning.) 


Let me know what you think! I always love kind comments, no matter how old the story 
is. It makes me happy to know that my writing makes other people happy. 


End Notes 


Find me on Tumblr as SilverStark or Milfzun. 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


